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For Kumler, Illinois
Population: Zero

"Life's good, but not fair at all."
-Lou Reed

"You're not playing for fun, Clint. You're playing for blood."
-

Nathan Degler, Spoken to Author (age 6)
while playing the G.L Joe Card Game

Walker 3
Table of Contents
Introduction....................... , ..............4
Instructions .......................................9
Only A Messenger.............................. !3
The Last Defender .............................. 22
Our Sad Mall ....................................29
Dogpile...........................................41
Jim Schmidt's Last Letter. .....................49
Answer Key .....................................53
According to Hoyle ............................59
The Last Days of Sparks College ............ 72
Rural Concern ..................................77
The Year That Nothing Mattered ............84
Victory Conditions .............................106

Walker 4
Introduction
A friend and I were on our way to find Kumler, Illinois. I had no idea if we would find
anything there or not. I found a photo on the internet of a long-abandoned building, but I had no
idea how old that photo was, and if that building would even still be there.
The road to get there was just off Interstate 57, a stretch of road I've been up and down
more times than I'd care to admit. Even then, I was amazed at just how out ofplace and dislocated
I felt going from 57 to a two-lane highway, even though it was still within the confines of the
Channel 3 viewing area. I can only imagine how my passenger must have felt. It was her job to
hold the map and the camera. She was from the suburbs of Chicago, where the only thing marking
the boundaries of one town is another town. At one point she asked me if I knew where I was
going, and ifI knew how to get back to the expressway. I had no idea what she was talking about.
To me 57 is an "interstate."

We were driving back after finally locating Kumler, Illinois. I had about one quarter of gas
left in my tank. That's when I started to get worried. See, I've always had a fear of running out of
gas somewhere. It started when I was a little kid. We lived "out in the country," which people not
"from the country" fmd funny because to them it's "all country." To me, "out in the country"
means I didn't grow up in Mattoon. I grew up in a "village." Cooks Mills was what it was called.
Well, I should say "is" because last I checked, Cooks Mills is still there, water tower and volunteer
firehouse intact. I just learned that their tiny grocery store finally closed. The elderly woman who
ran it when I was a child died, and apparently there was no one else to keep it going. You need
kids to keep things like that alive: Small grocery stores and small towns in general.
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We put what was left of Kumler behind us and in-between worrying about the needle
getting ever so close to the slash, I kept looking ahead to the dark smudge of trees and buildings I
could see looming over the horizon. I asked her to look on the map to see what we were driving
towards and she said it was Farmer City. I had never been there. I probably could have made it
back to Champaign-Urbana on a quarter tank of gas, but I didn't want to risk it. To me, a quarter

tank on an interstate with nothing but flat land on all sides constituted a "risk."
We weren't far into Farmer City before I wondered if they were one of those small towns
that don't even warrant a Casey's General Store. You don't even know how small a town you'd
have to be to NOT get a Casey's General Store. They're everywhere in Central Illinois. Windsor
has one. I used to drive past it every day on my way to myoid teaching gig. Even at eight thirty in
the morning the parking lot would be full.
Farmer City didn't have a Casey's. But after we turned a comer we came across Hucks,
which is by and large the same concept: gas for your car and an obnoxious red and yellow color
scheme meant to represent "country."
She stayed in the car while I gassed up. Speakers overhead played "The Ballad of the
Green Berets." I sang along with the entire first verse, even though I didn't know if they were
"fearless men who jump and dive" or they were "fearless men who jump and die." My passenger
looked at me from over her shoulder. I could see her through the back glass of my hatchback. She
looked at me like I was crazy.
Across the street was a small white building labeled "restaurant." Nothing else. A neon
light flashed "Open." We looked closer and we could see a smaller sign that said "Family
Restaurant." There was no way we could leave Farmer City without eating at "Family Restaurant."
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What follows this introduction is a collection of my attempts to protect my home. I'm
protecting it from Will Leitch. He's a big success now. He writes books about sports statistics and
appears on countdowns of "top baseball moments" that show up on sports channels. I went to high
school with him. He was a senior when I was a sophomore. I remember reading one of his music
reviews in our school's newspaper. It was about "Automatic for the People." He's still wrong.
Imagine my surprise when I found out that he had already written a book about Mattoon,
Illinois. He called it "Catch." It's all about how many baseball fields we have. He's kind of right.
We do have a lot of baseball fields. We even used to have the "Cal Ripken Little League
Tournament" in Mattoon because we could accommodate so many games at once. I remember
being so angry trying to get across town whenever it was going on. There would be buses
everywhere.
That's what we are to Will Leitch. Baseball. And now, thanks to his book, that's what we
are to everyone else. I'm sure he's proud of himself. He lives in New York City now.

But my home isn't just Mattoon. It's Champaign-Urbana, where my best friend Vanessa
lives, and where I got drunk for the first time on a can and a half of Colt 45 under her watchful
eye.
It's the Schuncks in the same town where Jim Schmidt continues to be the night manager.
He bagged my groceries once. He smiled the whole time.
It's Shelbyville, where Sparks Business College finally fell into bankruptcy on its one
hundred and first year. My boss cried when she told me. She couldn't keep the place alive. She
shouldn't have felt too bad. We only had one student left anyway.
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It's Windsor, Illinois, where a Middle Eastern man I didn't know tried and failed to operate
his own gas station right up the street from the Casey's. One of my students said she wouldn't get
gas there because he was a "raghead."
It's the Cross County Mall in Mattoon where I sold calendars for five dollars an hour while
all my friends went to graduate school, and where I watched a man molest a gorgeous mannequin
with red hair when I was a child.
It's even a mall in Seattle, where a woman I loved was humiliated right in front of me and I
didn't do anything to stop it. I'll never be back there again.
It's a city for farmers where there's a restaurant for families.

My friend and I were on Interstate 57 south, our bellies full. I felt bad that I kept her from
doing homework, but I was thankful she went with me to Kumler. In my trunk were two souvenirs
she suggested I grab because she knew me well enough to know that I do things like that. I
grabbed a door hinge, twisted at the screw plates, and a long piece of granite taken from the
foundation of the last building standing.
She asked me what I thought about finally graduating. I told her I was sad but excited. She
said she wasn't creative. I told her she was wrong. I had seen her pictures of the rain coming down
outside her window and of her old school. She said that's not creativity. I told her that the real
creative act is realizing there's something right in front of you that needs to be protected;
something that you need to take with you everywhere you go from that point forward so no one
else will misuse it or misname it.
Somewhere in Farmer City, our waitress picked up our tip, which I hoped was generous.
She made us feel so at home, she deserved it. I could imagine her folding the money into her
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pocket, just before hanging up her apron and locking up for the night. I had no idea if she was
smiling as she headed to her car, but in my story, she deserves to.
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Instructions
All across town, dad explained stuff. It was like that every Saturday morning. He and I, in
that rusted out yellow pick-up truck with the two gas tanks, making our way across town to get to
D& W restaurant before the lunch rush got there. And on the way he would explain the world to his
young son. He explained how the D&W used to be an A&W drive-in back when he was dating my
mother. That the rows of old menus with intercoms out front weren't always disconnected. That
there was a time when it wasn't known as "Dead and Withered."
I had heard it all about the D&W a million times by that point, but I always sat there on that
grungy bench seat, using his old beat-up cassette case as an arm rest and watching Mattoon roll
past block by block, while nodding and fiddling with the clear plastic knob at the end of the hand
crank for the window.
But he always had something new to explain each Saturday. He used to drive mom to the
A& W in a car/truck hybrid he called a "Ranchero." They would listen to homemade mix tapes that
he'd dub himself straight from the vinyl. That Maxell tapes were the best for highest fidelity due to
the chromium dioxide coating on the tapes. That 8 Track tapes were never going to be collectors'
items because the single spool construction inside them meant they were practically designed to
break. That he once had the original triple LP set of Tommy: The Rock Opera before he lent it to
mom and she returned it scratched. That you should always respect and care for women but never
loan them your music because they don't understand the proper care and maintenance of recorded
audio or the equipment used to play it back.
And then, right at the four way stop in front of the junkyard, we both saw the man and the
woman fighting in the ragged patch of dead grass in front of the weathered house with the peeled
siding. She got right in the man's face and screamed something at him that I couldn't hear before
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he reached out and started to choke her. Her hands reached up to the sweaty forearms leading from
her throat. He was lifting her offthe ground. I needed dad to explain this.

It was an old box of my toys and games that I hadn't seen in years. I could see it at the foot
of the basement steps: a brown box for our old Curtis-Mathis television, the first we ever had with
a remote control, looking so inviting contrasted with the painted sky blue of the concrete basement
floor. The flaps were open and from where I stood 14 steps above it I could see tantalizing multi
colored limbs of action figures and red molded plastic casings for what I guessed were electronic
toys long unused. I suddenly wanted them all, even though I was probably a bit too old.
My father saw me staring at the box, too afraid to just ask if I could look through it,
because I knew my parents had been fighting all day over something-or-other. Moving was going
to be rough. My father had just sold his Kenworth, the one he had since I had been born. The man
who bought it from him said he'd pick it up on a Tuesday. It was bright and sunny. He didn't make
it until that Thursday. My father watched the truck he made his name with drive out of sight in the
pouring rain, wondering why he even bothered to shine the wheels if it was just going to get driven
out into a mudhole.
Maybe that's why he came up to me and told me very quietly that I could have one thing
out of the box to play with. Only one, because they were trying to decide what to keep and what to
sell.
We tiptoed down into the basement, the floor cold on my feet because I was in my socks. I
rummaged through the box, recognizing stuffed monkeys and alien action figures from imagined
space-operas with storylines long forgotten. I knew I couldn't keep whatever I took out of there for
long, so I wanted it to be something I could get some use out of in the short time I had.
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I picked my Smurf's Ahoy board game, feeling somewhat ashamed of the childishness of
it, but my father smiled as I grabbed it in my pudgy hands and lifted it up. He told me to be careful
because one comer ofthe box looked moldy, but that I could set it up on the kitchen table anyway.
Dad took a seat in his old recliner, also in its last days, while I dumped out the contents of
the box on the table: nearly fifty individual Smurf tokens mounted on plastic bases and a large
plastic-bottomed sailboat meant to be balanced on plastic hinges across the open box lid. I was just
realizing that the instructions to the game were missing when I heard my mother literally hiss at
my father about him letting me bring that game up from the basement.
He told her to calm down; that he had told me that after one game I had to put it back. She
wasn't having it. She kept using the term "drag" as in, "Why are you letting him drag all that stuff
back up?" She was angry because I had asked her earlier that day if I could get something out of
the box and she said no, and if! kept at it I wouldn't be going to any birthday party. April Fore
was having a birthday party at the Silver Star roller rink. My mom seethed the words birthday
party at me like it was a dirty stupid thing for children and then that's what I felt like. A dirty

stupid child. Very much like how I felt when I sat there trying to remember the half-forgotten rules
for Smurfs Ahoy. I knew it had something to do with balancing as many of them as I could on the
multi-colored sections of the boat before it tipped over, but without the directions I couldn't figure
out how.
My father made his last stand, trying to remind her that it was a game and not a useless toy,
and that it would help with my memory skills, but all she could spit back was, "It's a god-dammed
Smurf game." I had never heard my mother say anything that sounded so cold, so cruel, before.
But she was right. It was just a Smurf game. After that, no more words came from the living room.
Just the raw stretching sound of clear packing tape being pulled from a roll and my father's silence
as he stared straight ahead at the TV.
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I looked at the perfect rows of Smurfs I had arranged, all bright and ready to sail to
adventure one last time, before I scooped them back into the box as quietly as I could, as if my
parents hearing me packing the game up before even playing it would just make things worse. That
it would prove my mother right about me and make my father wonder why he even bothered
letting me get it out in the first place.
All the while remembering not to touch the moldy comer, I carried the box back down the
stairs and placed it back into the larger box, saying goodbye to the Smurfs, Bubba the Hugging
Velcro Monkey, and Merlin the Six-in-One Electronic Game from Parker Brothers forever.

She kept putting up a fight. She managed to drag him across the yard and nearly all the way
to the curb, his hands clutching at whatever he could of her before she'd twist away.
They were both about three feet from my passenger-side window when I caught a glimpse
of one of her eyes, staring out wildly from behind the tangle of her hair in a panic. The last thing I
saw of them as we drove past was the man yanking hard from behind, exposing her sweaty,
reddened neck to me just before he started to drag her back across the yard.
I kept expecting my dad to say something about the man and the woman as we drove away,
because god knows he had been talking non-stop ever since he picked me up from mom's that
morning. But the only thing he told me was that it was Sugarloaf who wrote "Green Eyed Lady,"
and something else about his favorite pipe tobacco blends, which at the time included CR-137 and
Borkum Riff, sold only in metal tins.
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Only A Messenger
Amelia's last Valentine's Day begins its final spiral around the drain just after eight that
night. She sits in her car, unwrapping a petite, warm cheeseburger from its greasy, yellow wrapper
while looking across the parking lot and into the warmly lit dining room of the Hardee's. She can't
bear to eat it inside, even though it's freezing outside and the heater in her car can barely keep up.
She only came to the Hardee's in the desperate hope that she'd run into one of her friends and
could claim it was just a coincidence. Frannie. Darlene, maybe. Even Kim Trisk would have made
her happy. But the Hardee's is nearly empty tonight. While she stood at the counter waiting for her
food she found herself filling up her fountain drink from the machine next to the ketchup
dispensers and then wandering around the irregularly arranged tables trying to find any hint that
some of her friends had been by that evening: A hair-tie. A bracelet. A gum wrapper. She even
went to the comer table right next to the glass entryway to the ball pit and felt the beat up Formica
with the back of her hand to see if she could feel any residual warmth left behind by a tray of food.
It's where her friends always sat.
But there was no one. She reasoned that all ofthem were out with their respective
valentines, and the ones who weren't simply were avoiding her just like they had ever since she
got pregnant. She wanted to fmd them and show them that now that she had given birth, she was
just like she was before, even though she knew she really wasn't.
A fat girl with rosacea covering her round cheeks passed a steamy bag of food across the
counter and Amelia picked it up, practically fleeing from the restaurant. A slight late winter breeze
bit into every exposed bit of skin as she walked from the glass doors to her car. Nothing seemed to
fit her any more. Her friends are gone.
Amelia chews her rapidly cooling burger and stares blankly into the Hardee's, imagining
herself and all her friends sitting at their old table, laughing and talking just like they used to. She
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feels the heater kick on as warm air caresses the slight strip of exposed skin between her socks and
her heavy winter shoes. It sends a chill her up her body. She takes a sip from her large Sprite, and
wedges it back into the drink holder. She feels the base of the cup crumple slightly as she pushes it
down.
The only consolation she has left is that Lonnie isn't enjoying his valentine's day either.
It's his first real weekend with the baby. When she dropped him off at his parents' lavish house on
the edge of town, the same one she lost her virginity in, he flung the door open and pulled the car
seat from her hands as coldly as if it was just a sack of bricks. She could see into the foyer behind
him, every surface polished white. As she handed over the diaper bag his parents swooped in
behind him, looking at her for what she was: low-rent trash who tried to trap and pollute their son.
They didn't say it though, they just smiled and said, "Oh Amelia, we're sorry it had to come to
this."
The fries are going cold, but they taste like shit without the ketchup, and she can't find a
way to balance a glob on the greased wrappings unfolding across her lap, so she has to resort to
"the trick." Lonnie taught her in the very same Hardee's she is parked in front of. Instead of
dipping each separate fry into one ofthe shallow white paper ketchup cups, he would pile five, ten,
even fifteen fries into his mouth at once, before tearing a slit in the jagged edge of a ketchup
packet, and then squeezing the contents into his mouth all at once. He said it was easier. She was
grossed out, but she squealed with laughter. She was his.
He tried to get her to do it. She swore she never would. It was gross. Now it's all she's got.
She loads her mouth with about ten fries and squeezes them tight to the roof of her mouth with her
tongue as she splits the top of her foil packet and presses it between pursed lips before squeezing
from the back. At first, the sheer richness of the fructose-enhanced tomato paste makes her want to
gag, but she opens her teeth slightly, and lets her tongue make contact with the fried potato slivers
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cooling in her mouth. Once the pulpy ketchup combines with the food matter mashed behind her
teeth, the taste isn't so bad anymore. She closes her eyes and hums with pleasure at the silly
delight of sucking ketchup straight from the packet.
For a moment, she's Amelia the way she used to be. Unspoiled. A daughter that her parents
could look at without being disappointed. A daughter who didn't have to beg to be let out of the
house just to get some food, as if she was going to get pregnant just from asking the guy behind the
counter to put horseradish on her burger. A daughter who didn't "ruin" the slim and clean heir of
Roncetti's Beer Distributors, upstanding dealers of Anheuser-Busch products in the Central Illinois
area as long as Amelia and even her parents have been alive. Lonnie was never that to her. He was
just Lonnie, who ate lunch with her at this very same Hardee's and who asked a pudgy girl with
bad hair out to the prom and who whispered hushed secrets to her about how he hated the idea of
spending his life in his father's shoes, slinging can after can and keg after keg forever.
Now Lonnie's back where he belongs, behind steel gates south of the country club, his son
with him just as his parents requested. She tried to imagine him changing diapers or feeding the
baby, but she knew the truth, that in all actuality, it was his parents who were doing it.
A knock on Amelia's window startles her, and she turns to see a gold belt buckle with a
tiny skull embossed on the plated metal. She relaxes. If there is one skull in the world she knows
she shouldn't be afraid of, it's this one.
"Hey Todd," she says, as she presses the lever to roll her window down.
"What's up, Amelia? I haven't seen you at school for a while."
"Yeah, I know."
She likes Todd. He is one of those guys who is always around, in the background of every
class; a quiet participant in every stupid joke or ass backward plan to annoy the teachers. But he
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means well though, which is why he always manages to sneak out of any resulting detentions
while someone else would catch the full force ofthe blame. He goes along to get along.
She can't help but be a little irritated at him though, because he should be fully aware at
why she wasn't in school. Little preggo Amelia is never going back to Mattoon High School. Not
when she has six hours with Mrs. Danvers, certified home schooler, every day.
He kneels down to her, the cold wind blowing his tight cropped tuft of brown hair around
in fluffy patterns.
"How are you holding up? 1 mean, is everything ok with...you know ... "
Amelia feels the cold sting of tears build up at the comers of her eyes. It is the first time in
months anyone has honestly asked her how she was. It feels good. It feels horrible.
"Urn...!...1 guess I'm ok... ," she says as she dabs at her eyes.
"I heard about you and Lonnie. 1 mean ...that you two kind of broke up after, well ...."
"Oh god, people know about that?"
"It's Mattoon, Amelia. Of course people know."
"I'll bet 1 look really stupid to everyone."
"People get pregnant. It happens. It happened to Barretto too, you know? So it's not like
you were the only one. Christ, her dad's a fucking pastor. And you know Lonnie, he's well. ...he's
Lonnie."
"I know. 1 guess 1 got what 1 deserved, didn't I?"
"You can't blame yourself for him being what he is, you know? My dad says the Roncetti's
have been assholes as long as Mattoon's had coal under it."
"I guess so."
"So," Todd says, peering into the cluttered cabin of her car. "Where's the little guy? 1 kind
of thought you'd at least bring him around so we could all see him."
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"I don't think so. I don't think I could handle that."
"Yeah, I guess not. That does sound pretty stupid now that you mention it." He pulls a slim
stick of Juicy Fruit from a crumpled yellow pack, unwraps it, and bends the pale stick of gum into
his mouth, nice and casual.

"Are your parents watching him tonight?"
"Uhh, no, urn ... Lonnie's watching him tonight. We've set up a... well, his parents set up a
schedule. We're trading weekends, that kind of thing."
Something in Todd's big stupid but caring eyes flinches. Amelia could see it. She sees it in
her father's eyes every time he looks at her.
"What? What is it?"
"Urn, I don't know. I mean, it's nothing. I don't want to start anything."
"What? What don't you want to start?"
"Fuck...1 think heard that Lonnie was out tonight."
"Out? What do you mean, out? He's not supposed to be 'out' anywhere. He's supposed to
be with the baby tonight, even if his parents' are probably fucking watching him. Did you see him
or is this ...?"
"It's just something I heard. Aceito told me that Lonnie was getting the gang together or
something and they were going lot hopping tonight, I don't know for sure. You know her, she's
always gets stuff wrong though sometimes."
She knows Vanessa Aceito very well. She is the nexus of all infonnation. When it comes to
what is happening on any given night in any given parking lot, car wash or any other vacant space
where trucks fonn temporary fortresses, she is the oracle for who is parked where and with whom.
If Aceito says it, it's real.
Lonnie is out in Mattoon. Nothing is different for him.
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It isn't fair.

''No, she's right. Fuck ... 1 mean ... "
She squints until the flexors in her cheeks start to ache. But she isn't going to cry in front of
anyone anymore.
"I'm sorry, 'Meal.' 1 mean, I shot my mouth off, and I. .. you're not mad at me are you? I'm
only the messenger, that's all."
Her heart aches. He's the only person to ever call her "Meal." He did it that first day of
Junior High to make her smile when she left her lunch money at home. He pulled enough change
out of his grimy pockets for her to afford a tray of Chicken Manhattan and a carton of orange
drink.
She looks down at the half-eaten burger laid in her lap, already ice cold. It looks dead to
her.
"Yes. The messenger." In the Hardee's dining room, a young girl in a brown "Rise and
Shine Biscuits" apron slowly pushes a mop back and forth in slow soggy circles across the tiled
floor. Through the glass it looks like she's dancing a waltz with her O-Cell-O-Mop. She probably
thinks she's having the worst Valentine's Day ever.
"I've got to go. You take care."
"Uhh, yeah, sure." He stands up. His denim clad crotch is even with her eyes again. "Are
you going to be all right?
"Yes, I think I just need to be alone."
"Uh, sure, no problem. Take it easy, ok?"

"Yeah."
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She puts the car in reverse just as she hears him tap the roof of her car twice with his fist,
signaling her that it's safe for her to take off. She knows he probably learned this in R.O.T.C; that
that's probably what you do for aircrafts or jeeps to tell them to zoom away.
She pulls out onto Lake Land Boulevard and tells herself that she's going home, but she
knows she's not. She's going to drive around and around until she finds him. Until she knows. She
can live with knowing that his mommy and daddy are watching their baby behind steel gates
somewhere in the country club district a half mile behind the Wal-Mart, but she can't bear him
holding court in one of the many parking lots of Mattoon, just like nothing had ever happened.
So she drives. Up and down all the major streets of Mattoon where the cars and trucks of
the teenage set congregate in groups. For the longest time, she finds nothing. Only vacant lots of
chipped concrete and scattered hardpack gravel. Some of them she simply drives past with only a
passing glance, such as the lots in front of the recently closed County Market South, or the
abandoned lot where her father told her the Tastee-Freeze used to be before it became a hair salon
and then a video store and then an ATM and then nothing.
Other lots, while still vacant, called to her, almost as if she could sense that he had been
there, and she had just missed him by moments. Webb and Sons gas station, which hadn't been in
operation as long as she had been alive, even though the faded sign still stood, price for leaded gas
permanently frozen at .99 in black plastic letters affixed to the white clipboard, had beer cans
strewn all around the cold empty concrete. Unwilling to believe the emptiness she saw laid bare by
the somewhat off-kilter angle of her unaligned headlights, she put her car in park and with the
engine still running she steps out into the chill to touch every can she can find, swirling each one
around to see ifthey have any last traces of backwashy domestic swill inside. Many of them don't.
Some of them do though, and each one only leads her to believe that she is closer and closer to
catching up with them. With him.

Walker 20
Within the hour she accumulates enough proof that he is tracking southwest across town.
Cigarettes with crumpled filters connected to ashy stumps smelled fresh to her. Puddles of black
oil reflecting the stars in ragged portals of black on the ground and pools of anti-freeze doing the
same but surrounding those same stars in curved patterns of rainbow poison litter the lot of the
Family Bread Store. She tiptoes her way through them as tenderly as if she was walking through a
garden. It is all evidence to her. She can tell that they have all just dripped right off loose hoses and
gaskets from trucks and cars traveling in a well-rehearsed vanguard from lot to lot.
She finally locates him at the Dollar General. Not the Dollar where it was, in the old pre
Supercenter Wal-Mart building, or not even the Dollar General where it used to be on Broadway,
in a building that's not even there anymore. It's in the parking lot ofthe Dollar General where it is
currently, just west ofyet another BP station gone under because of the spill.
She quietly parks her car behind the car wash across the street and watches them all. She
feels a tight bum through her chest that they are brazenly setting up shop in the lot of a business
still in regular operation. That isn't supposed to be allowed. The police are supposed to chase them
away. It's what they always used to do back before the baby, back when she used to be welcome
with them as they loitered, safely walled in by a ring of trucks.

Lonnie should be the outsider, she thinks. He's the one who should be cast out. His truck,
parked behind him, is bright and gleaming and tricked out. His Daddy bought it for him. He didn't
even know the first thing about how it worked or what it cost or what tonnage it could carry, only
that it's what you needed to fit in with this gang. He is slumming. She is furious that they can't see
this. They should all hate him. Each and every one of them should band together to overthrow him.
They are all doomed to work at G.E. or Donnelley's or Kal Kan, but Lonnie, he can go anywhere
after high school, even with the baby, because it's apparent to her that her baby isn't important
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enough to him to raise on every other weekend; it's just another chance for the Roncetti's to start
grooming a grandchild. The next heir.
But here he is, standing at the heart of his congregation, leaning up against the obsidian
black of his passenger-side truck door. Unknown older men most likely off their shifts from
Ampad have their arms around girls too young for them. Everyone's laughing and treating Lonnie
like the king oftheir court; like it doesn't matter one bit that he swims in the country club pool.
This king has a queen. Aceito is leaning up against the truck with him, her head tucked
neatly into the crook of his neck as he makes a comedic gesture to his followers with his hands.
Amelia recognizes this. He's telling them the story of his run-in with The Carhart Crew. It's the
same story he told her when they first met. She knows the last line, the punchline, by heart. She
whispers it to herself at the exact moment she can tell he's saying it to all ofthem.

"Jaws ...dammit. I said Jaws ... can't you understand English!"
Everyone around him laughs, and then they attempt to scatter in abject panic as Amelia's
car careens over the curb at them at full speed. Two members of the front rank of pawns bounce
over her hood and offher windshield in wet-sounding thumps. Todd is clipped by her driver side
mirror and spins a perfect three-sixty, which ends his already outside chance of a softball
scholarship as every ligament in his left arm snaps all at once leaving it hanging loosely from his
body as he falls. Aceito blurs from Amelia's vision in a whirl of dark hair, after which, Lonnie,
Amelia and their baby, quietly resting in a car seat behind the passenger-side door of his truck, are
mashed together within a crumpled architecture ofmetal, plastic and glass under the flickering
light of the Dollar General sign.
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The Last Defender
The first thing I asked Clint just after he called to tell me that he was going to fly out west
for a few weeks to be with his long distance girlfriend, who had been pretty much stringing him
along for every bit of the two years since she moved back to Washington, was if he was going to
be back in time for Tim's wedding. He was the first of our high school group to get married, and
Clint had promised to be my "date" for the event. I wasn't really looking forward to the whole
thing, to tell you the truth. I was just hoping that Clint would be my D.D. because I planned on
getting shit-faced at the reception.
Clint said, "Vanessa, don't start with me" over and over, swearing up and down that he'd
be back the weekend before the wedding, and that he was only going out there because she called

him crying and begging for him to spend what little money he had on a plane ticket, forget the fact
that nearly two weeks earlier, he told me that they had both been fighting over the phone like rabid
dogs because she admitted that she was always going to love her old boyfriend no matter what
Clint did. I never could get over how he could have stood for her saying that. But he did, and just
like that, there he was, out in Washington again.
My weird hours meant that I was usually up late at nights anyway. When you'd factor in
the time difference from here to there, I'd call him around nine his time since I knew Little Miss
Teacher always turned in around 8:30, always claiming exhaustion. Poor guy. You'd think they
would have been fucking like rabbits while he was out there, but she always passed him some line
of bull about her endometriosis and her cramping and this and that. I'd heard all about her
supposed "symptoms" from Clint during my nightly phone calls to him and I'd try to tell him that
that's not how endometriosis worked and that being on the pill couldn't ever make a woman bleed
so much she would have to "sit on the toilet and drain" as she told him she had to do sometimes.
As always, he'd act like I didn't have any idea what I was talking about, forget the fact that I had
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been a labor and delivery nurse for five years. But that's how Clint's mind worked; your opinion
just wasn't going to carry any weight at all unless you were having direct contact with his penis on
a regular basis.
One night he was stupid enough to tell me all the gross details over the phone not knowing
that she had actually woken up and snuck into the living room. Apparently, she gave him quite the
cold shoulder once they turned in for the night. I felt a little bit bad because I technically baited

him into telling me all those details, but it was only because I kept wanting him to call her out on
her bullshit. But I knew he wouldn't. That wasn't his style. I used to dream of cornering her myself
and asking her what the fuck was up with her mommy parts anyway. I don't know what it was
with Clint, but for some reason he was a total magnet for girls with janked-up vaginas.
So when the end of his then-current two-week stay was near, he hinted to that she was,
right on schedule, giving him the big guilt trip to stay longer than two weeks, just like she always
did. He was supposed to fly back on a Sunday, and, by the Thursday before, I started pressing him
for a final answer, one way or the other. He stalled until the very last second and he admitted that
no, he wouldn't be coming back in time for the wedding. He knew I was pissed off the second he
said it. He asked me ifl was angry. Of course I was. I don't know why, really. I can't be mad at
him for what I knew he was going to do all along.
I ended up going to Tim's wedding with Bianca thanks to a last second phone call. She's
the only friend I have who I've known longer than Clint. She asked me why Clint wasn't coming
because usually we're both attached at the hip, and when I told her the whole story about the
crying and the endless bleeding she just laughed and said, "Clint's such a sucker." That's Bianca
pretty much. She's always had that way of saying just what needs to be said, and then getting away
with it even ifit's a little rough to hear. It had been years since we had spent time together. It sure
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was different from hanging out with Clint, that's for sure. You spend enough time with a guy as
your best friend, and you start to forget those kinds of things.
For example, a bit before all this Washington business went down, Clint was telling me
about a long email fight he and his girlfriend had gotten into over her buying Miss Saigon tickets
after telling him that she couldn't afford the four bucks to mail him a birthday package. Birthdays
were important for him. According to him, he slept with her the first time on his birthday. He
didn't tell me about this happening until months later for some reason. And he didn't even do that
until Tim's then-fiancee-now-wife saw them both holding hands while sitting in the pews at
Doug's first wedding. That was kind oftheir big public debut as a couple. I couldn't be there
because, as usual, I had to work. I still have no idea why they kept it secret for so long, or why he
felt like he couldn't tell me. That Clint. He always had to have an angle on everything.
Every time I would buy Clint dinner when his birthday would roll around, I could tell he
was still thinking about her. I never pushed the issue though. He always wanted to go to Perkins
for some reason. I never asked about that either. God only knows what they used to do at the
Champaign-Urbana Perkins.
I really wanted to know about that fight, but when I asked Clint to tell me what the Miss

Saigon email said in her exact words, he just sputtered out random words and phrases from it until
he got flustered when I kept asking for more concrete details. Bianca? Ask her about an argument
with one ofthose Chicago guys that she always has hanging around and she'll give you a verbatim
run-down of every word.
It was an outdoor wedding in Indiana in August, of all times, and we weren't there for more

than five minutes before everyone asked where Clint was and I had to tell them who he was with.
They all knew her, and every person gave me this weird look like they couldn't believe that they
were still together, even in the loosest sense of the term. I couldn't blame them. Clint was giving
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up so much of his life for her when he should have been getting his act together, but that was one
of those things I could never tell him, even though we were best friends.
Same way I could never tell him when I found out that his girlfriend had been calling one
of Tim's best men every night for about two months. At best, I think she was jealous of Clint's
friendship with me and wanted to give him a taste of his own medicine. At worst, she was going to
cheat on him. There were times, when I'd try to talk to him about how badly I thought she was
treating him, and he'd go on and on defending her, saying that he knew they had problems but that
she would never do something on purpose to hurt him, that it killed me that I couldn't just tell him
about what she was doing behind his back. Not because I wanted to hurt him or prove him wrong,
but just because I didn't want her to get away with it anymore.
About a year later, Clint called me on the phone while I was at work, which was rare. He
told me he wanted me to know that he had decided that he wanted to move out to Washington
permanently. And that relationships were about sacrifice and that ifhe and his girlfriend were
unhappy, and she wouldn't come back for him, he'd move away from his home and me and
everything else he knew to be with her. I was kind of proud of him in a strange way, because that's
the most mature thing I had ever heard him say, but he was also playing one of his board games by
himself while he was telling me this. I could hear him rolling the dice over the phone.
I think I just kept quiet as he talked and talked. When he said "When you think about it,
Washington's really not that far away. You can visit me anytime," I remember telling him that he
was right before lying to him about a patient needing me. I hung up the phone and sat there in the
nursery wiping tears from my eyes, surrounded by row after row ofnewboms sleeping peacefully.
I don't really know why I cried that night, but that's another difference between men and women, I
guess. We don't need to know why.
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Sometime after they finally broke up and he was living back home for good, I needed a ride
back from Angie's house after her bachelorette party, the one where her fiancee pretty much tried
to rape me on the couch after she had fallen asleep. I ran out the front door and stood there on her
porch in my underwear freezing, thinking about calling Clint to see if he'd drive me home because
I was still kind of drunk. For whatever reason, I didn't and I tried to drive myself home anyway.
The country roads were quiet at that hour, but even then I still had to concentrate to keep the lines
from blurring. At one point I called Clint on my cell because I knew his voice would keep me from
nodding off, and I remember he got angry at me for driving drunk, like genuinely angry, which
was also rare for him. Maybe it's because I was still drunk, but hearing him get angry at me like
that is why I think I told him about the time I cried, and maybe even about how I wrote his ex a
long letter telling her what an awful, selfish bitch she was to him because I knew it just wasn't
Clint to ever say that to a woman, even if she had it coming.
I really laid into her too. I even told her that if she thought I wasn't woman enough to say
any of what I said in the letter to her personally, she could feel free to call me at home and I'd keep
going. I think I even put my work number on it. Looking back, I can't tell if I really was angry
about what she did to him or if! just wanted to unload on her because sometimes it feels really
good to tear another woman apart when she's got it coming.
I can't remember if I told him that I never actually sent the letter. I had it in an envelope
and ready to go, but I stopped myself because at the time I could tell that even though he was hurt
and angry, he still held out some hope they could make it work, and as much as I wanted to mail it,
I didn't want to make things harder for him if that's what he really wanted. I'm sure it doesn't
matter, because there's no way he ever remembered me telling him any of it.
The first time I ever got him drunk he stumbled around my apartment laughing at
everything and even saying "cheeseblanket" over and over again while trying to get my
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grandmother's quilt up over his head like a cloak. I made the mistake of leaving him alone for a
second and I found him in my kitchen with a sharp knife from that butcher's block he bought me
for Christmas, trying to cut a piece from the big platter-sized cookie we got from Meijer. His hands
weren't steady enough to handle a knife so I took it away and cut the piece for him. I even gave
him the last slice with icing on it. What the hell, it was his birthday, after all. He shoved it in his
mouth and for a second his face changed and he actually asked me if he thought his ex
remembered his birthday. I was kind of angry that it wasn't enough that I remembered, but again,
how could I tell him that? Instead I just passed him some line about how you can't go back and
change what's happened and he seemed to be happy with that response, even though it didn't
really answer his question.
I wanted to change the subject so I think told him what I was originally going to get him for
his birthday: a big Barbie cake with the words "So you can remember what it was like to eat a
blonde" written on it in icing. He made that face he always did, like he bit into a lemon, but he
laughed. I'll give him credit. He always let me take those jabs most ofthe time and he never got
angry. Well, except for the time I changed the radio the day that fucking "Tonight I need your
sweet caress ..." song came on in the car. Apparently that was their song. He told me they'd
actually slow dance to it wherever they were when they heard it, even if it was out in public. If
they were in the car when it came on they did something they called "Hand Dancing." Gross. I
can't believe that's the kind of thing that makes him happy.
We played Uno the rest of the night while I tried to keep him from drinking too much. He
ended up falling asleep in my bed on top of the covers, still holding on to my quilt. I put what was
left of the cookie back in the fridge and what was left of my rum back in the cabinet. I sat freezing
on my couch and ate a Totino's Party Pizza For One while watching a late night infomercial about
country music from the 50s, listening to him snore in my bed upstairs and I suddenly realized that
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Tim, Doug, Bianca and Angie were all gone. And yeah, maybe Clint wasn't going anywhere after
all, but he would someday. No one really wants to be the last person to leave a party. That's why I
cried.
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Our Sad Mall
I sit. I wait. I'd say I'd been doing both for about thirty minutes before I finally decided to
touch the mannequin. It... ok, she ... stood towering over me as I sat in front of the dressing rooms.
As soon as I realized that I wasn't going anywhere for quite some time, I took an inventory of what
I had here: Two chairs, both Swedish contempo constructions designed to kick you hard in the
lower back; a potted-plant, I can't elaborate more; and a small end table in-between the two chairs,
although since it was in-between it couldn't really be called an end table anymore.
See what my biggest problem is? I don't know what to call anything. That's why I'm no
help here, this evening. I wish she'd see that. But my wife thought it was important that I came
along, so here I am. Sitting and waiting for her to emerge from the slatted wood door of Dressing
Room X to ask for my opinion, which I'd be happy to give except I don't know what to say about
each new set of clothes she parades in front of me because I don't know what to call anything
except the obvious.
I wear pants, shirt, socks and shoes. Women don't wear "shirts" they wear "blouses."
Women always seem vaguely offended when you ask ifthey got something on their "shirt," as if
you got the most important part of everything about them incorrect.
My little vestibule makes me feel like I'm the host of one of those public affairs programs
that local UHF TV stations will air in the wee hours ofthe morning, where the guy in the brown
jacket who usually does the weather finds himself drafted, due to FCC rules, to sit in a chair across
from a between-table, a potted plant, and another chair filled by the adjunct co-chair of the tri
county library commission to talk about community issues for thirty minutes. I used to get a real
kick out of watching those shows. I'd leave my wife sleeping peacefully in bed and make my way
to the living room where, with a big bowl of cereal, I'd hunker down to watch "Heartland Journal"
at three in the morning. It made me feel special because I knew ... ljust knew... that I was the only
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person watching that show at that exact moment. Now that you know, please don't do the same
thing. You'll ruin it for me.
I'd crawl back in bed, my belly full with shredded wheat, and she'd at least be half awake
enough to ask if I remembered to wash the leftover milk down the drain so it wouldn't sour
overnight. I often wondered what the half-asleep part of her is saying in her dreams. More kitchen
issues, I suppose. I'd slide back into my side of the bed, wrapped in sheets with a thread count that
numbered somewhere in the thousands. Many numbers changed for me once vows were
exchanged. The thread count I was accustomed to sleeping in went up; most of the others went
down. Sometimes, I'd amble my way to her side of the bed and roll her over to embrace me. She
usually never turned me down, although I was admonished once that I must remember to brush my
teeth fIrst because she said she could taste and feel the leftover strands of shredded wheat
embedded in my teeth when I'd kiss her.
My own public affairs program that I am the host of here at the mall has no guest. Well,
except for the mannequin, but she won't sit in the chair. I look at the platform she stands on,
gazing out into the women's department. A tarnished metal rod bolted into the platform runs up
and up, between her legs. I lose sight of it once it gets past the (noun) of her (garment), but I
assume it brackets somewhere around her hips for support. I hope it's not bolted on the top end as
well. That would be distasteful.
There are magazines on the table next to me. Those kept me amused for a bit. Most are
women's magazines, of course. Their titles mostly the same, involving two nouns, the first
generally a feminine one followed by a noun indicating a shape or concept. "Woman" I can
handle. Woman's Circle? Christ, what would that involve?
Once, I found a moldy and yellowed war comic in my grandfather'S attic. It was called Strange

Stories ofW. W. II starring Sgt. Rev Havoc ofthe Us. Hardcases. It was issue #3. Sgt. Havoc and
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his collected Hardcases were called in to stop a Nazi weapon called the "War Wheel." It looked
like a giant, freestanding tire, spikes emerging from every inch of its outer edge, all rotating around
a central section armed with dozens of battleship guns. The "War Wheel" would appear from
nowhere and crush every Allied thing in its path. No announcement, no demands. Then it would
roll off. It never even fired its guns. I knew I was supposed to want it destroyed, but I admired the
"War Wheel's" mysterious purity of function. It couldn't be reasoned with, it couldn't be
destroyed; its very method of operation a mystery. It just kept coming, over and over again. The
issue ended with the Hardcases safe in a bunker, hunkered around a beat-up table full of blueprints
lit by lantern light, designing the "HardCube." I know I was supposed to wish them the best, but I
knew it was a stupid plan.
Issue three was the final issue. The characters have yet to be revived in any form due to
various labyrinthine issues with author's rights. When "Happy" Dan McGarrity died a penniless
old man in the 80s, he took the further adventures of Sgt. Rev Havoc with him forever.
So, I'm going to touch the mannequin. The reason? Her hair. Yeah, it's red. The women
fully protected in their war wheel may never understand this, or maybe they do and they'll think
it's cute that I need to explain. Roll on.
Around the time I was too old to care much about comic books, my lonely summer
afternoons became a quest for something, anything with naked women in it. I remember once
going through every drawer in every file cabinet in my father's basement office trying to find a
Playboy he might have hidden. I was that desperate. All I found were tax records and receipts
going back and back and back. God, my dad was boring.
There are levels a young boy will sink to, you don't even know, and mine was the
underwear section of that summer's Sears catalog. Jesus Christ, it ended up being a really crappy
summer now that I think about it, but after about three minutes leafmg through the pages with
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trembling fingers I saw one of the only things that made it right. She wore black garments I can't
begin to put names to even now, but her hair was red and soft looking,just like Whitley's older
sister. She had put a bandage on my leg that day the dog bit me while I was riding my bike. At the
time she did it, I felt very uncomfortable at her touching me, but once I saw Fig B on page 280, I
would have had Old Eaton's crummy mutt gnaw my leg down to the bone if only she'd touch my
leg again.
My wife, who wasn't my wife at the time, used to love that story, back in those days when
you can't get enough of sucking up each other's sad little life experiences. Much later on in our
relationship, the catalog story came up again, but her head wasn't in the crook of my arm anymore.
We were in the kitchen making dinner and while she chopped tomatoes with her back to me she
sighed before saying, "God. Guys and their redheads."
"Girls and their horses," I snapped back. We ate our nightly budget meal ofBLTs in
silence.
As for the woman in the catalog, I realized I wanted to always have her with me. But I
knew I couldn't keep the catalog in my room because my mother would know it was gone. Same
reason I couldn't just rip the page out. Sure, the odds that mother would need something to wear
from just page 280 were slim (ugh), but in the case that she did, there would be no excuse. My
father dropped a huge amount of money on an actual copy machine for his office. Mom pitched a
fit about that, I remember. So I hauled the catalog to his office, plopped the page down on the
polished glass, and hit "copy." I wasn't supervised much back then.
What slid out of the machine was her, but it wasn't. The black and white image robbed her
of what I admired most, but it did make her skin white, very white.
This is where I learned to make trade-offs and compromises: By photocopying catalog
pictures ofwomen in their underwear. I don't know how women do it.
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Maybe that's why I find the mannequin so beautiful. She has both the hair and the skin. My
wife, again pre-wife, tried to dye her hair red to please me. It turned out dark purple. I loved her
for it anyway. I kissed her and asked if she dyed her hair for me and through tears she said,
"Women don't 'dye,' we 'highlight.'"
I don't want to do anything obscene. I just want to touch her hair. That's all. I've never
touched red hair. My wife's hair is dishwater blonde. She puts her hands in dishwater every night.
I put my hands in her dishwater hair every three nights. Ok, four. She pulls a forgotten butter knife
out of the murky water. I rake around and rake around until I get tangled.
I stand. My knees ache. My khaki slacks pooch out at the crotch like myoid geometry
teacher's used to. Why does she buy these for me?
I take a few tentative steps to the mannequin. Being just an hour from closing, the
womenswear department is nearly vacant. The girls at the sales counter are just talking to each
other aimlessly while folding sweaters with pale, slender hands. I tip toe to the base of the
mannequin. Her back is turned to me. I feel like I'm about to ask if she'd dance. I'm just behind
her now, her skirted backside about eye level with me. I breathe in slowly, but I smell only fabric
and plastic, nothing unpleasant. I stand on my tiptoes and reach up with one arm, up and up past
the runway of her back and the tapered stem of her neck. My fingers sink into the synthesized
lushness. The tips enter up to the first joint of each fmger, which should be enough, but the idiotic
success of my crime feels so good I plunge all the way in, up the back of her neoprene skull, my
fingers buried knuckle deep. I feel the back of her molded head fill the cup of my palm. My heart
thrums in ribs surrounded by fat.
There was once a circumstance where I touched my wife like this, but she only jumped in
shock. She admitted through tears that an ex-boyfriend had done something very unkind to her in

Walker 34
just that position. She fell away from me and begged me to hold her while she cried and told me
she loved me over and over again.
The body of Woman is designed by the hand of God, true. The best man could do was the
concept of imminent domain. There's a diner in my hometown that most think is an eyesore now
but the owner won't sell her. Every year planners get closer and closer, eating up every spare inch
by webbing new highways all around it so you can't even find an access road to get in. Last time I
drove past it, I could have sworn it didn't even have a parking lot anymore. Next Thanksgiving, it
may not even have a front door.
Here's a tidbit you won't find in Women's Circle; Grasp her hair gently along the back of
the scalp and pull. It won't hurt her. I read it in Empire ofMan.
I had many valid subscriptions before we were married. While she toiled over invitations
scattered across our crummy card table, I sent change of address postcards to magazines far and
wide. We consolidated CDs, her jazz (endless jazz) metastasizing amidst my own collection. She
looked at the newly alphabetized racks so proudly while I wondered if my magazines would find
me. They did eventually, one after the next, and I'd place them across the coffee table and in the
bathroom reading rack. There they remained until I heard her leafing pages on the other side ofthe
bathroom door before exclaiming "This is what men read about? It's just a bunch of nothing."
The coffee tables were pristine within weeks, and my subscriptions died off one by one.
My last issue featured Megyn Amulax, soon to be female lead of Rick Mega's Zero Force. I stood
by the mailbox letting the noonday sun glare off of her figure, knowing she'd be the last other girl
I'd ever bring inside the house. The "This Is Your Last Issue" insert fell out of the pages and
flittered to the asphalt where the breeze took it away. I'd like to think someone found it. Re
subscription savings of 30 % are too good for someone not to take advantage of.
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I gently tug, once, on the mannequin's hair, from behind. For a split second, I almost
expect her neck to crane back, accentuating a pleasant arc of movement.
Tell 13-year-old me, it would happen finally: Lingerie Page 280. Fig. B.
But no such thing happened. I don't know why I thought her beautiful red hair was actually going
to be attached. Obviously being a wig, it lifts away from her plastique head, but only by about an
inch or so. Something must be holding it on near the crown because the totality of the wig remains
in place, and the clump I hold in my fingers starts coming away with a soft peeling sound. I pull
my fingers back in disgust when I see into the dark shadow between the flap and her skull. I swear
I see webbing.
I step away ashamed for many reasons. And then I see the boy, standing half obscured
behind a discount rack of sweaters. He emerges from behind them, his eyes a dull vacant void. He
shows none of the precociousness you'd expect in a young child, only a face that indicates he was
in [RECORD] mode as he watched me touch the mannequin. I laugh nervously and start to make
words, but everything makes me feel like pervert in this world now more than ever, and I can't say
one word to this boy about what I just did any more than my wife could touch my hand while she
defecates. That's why I couldn't be in the bathroom when she told me about my magazine. Don't
ever connect to anyone when you're at your lowest point.
The boy saves me by running off. I cast a quick glance around the store and see no one here
who could be his mother. He disappears amidst the clothes and emerges near the main
thoroughfare of the mall where he flits offinto the foot traffic. Someday, when he thinks of his
own perfect redhead, he'll see me behind her, peeling her hair off. I'm sorry.

Walker 36
I ask my wife for permission to leave by putting my head to the dressing room door and
talking into the slats like I was ordering something from a drive thru window. She sighs from
within and permission is granted. There's no need to tell her where I'm going to wait. She knows.
There's a game store just down Wing B. It's dying a slow death, in the throes of a going
out-of-business sale that's been dragging on for about a month. I used to be such a frequent
customer. I bought the Uno game that made my not-wife fall in love with me here. She'd change
the color to yellow and say "Yeh-Woah" in a child-like voice, her eyes flecked with shattered
emerald. I was dumb enough to lose one green 3 and now the game is useless to us because it's not
complete. We tried to buy a new deck, but someone at International Games decided to change the
card art to something more "modem" and it just wasn't the same anymore.
I browse the shelves, almost all bare now except games no one wants to play. Red tags
hang on everything. Farming Odyssey is 50% off.
Laurie comes up behind me. She's worked here as long as I can remember, even before I
met my wife. Laurie always had what I wanted back in those days. I wanted Chronokeepers but
she said it was boring, handing me a copy of Trace Consumers instead, saying it was a better
game. She was right.
She mentions that she hasn't seen me in a long time. She's correct. For a time, my wife
would come into the game store with me on my weekend visits and would wait on me like I wait
on her now. It was perfect. She'd follow me around the store, her arm in mine while I'd look at
things she had absolutely zero interest in. When Laurie would say hi to

me, my ""ife's arm would

snake in that much closer.
I offer my apologies to Laurie about her job situation, but she only shrugs and says the
place had a nice nIn. She tells me that if I had only been in a few days earlier, she would have had
all sorts of things for me at discount, but they were gone now.
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I know when the store closes I'm never going to see Laurie again. We have one of those
tertiary retail friendships that lives and dies on the passage of the dollar, and once that's gone, it's
all gone. Clap and show your empty hands to the players as you walk away, please.
Laurie is showing me how to juggle with parts from the "Learn How to Juggle" kit that's
not even discounted enough to tempt a grandmother who might wander in thinking her grandson
would want to learn to juggle as a birthday present. I almost have it when the beanbags collide in
midair and they all fall to the carpeted ground.
We're laughing as my wife strolls in. She's carrying a large shopping bag plump with
fabric and she's wearing bright new clothes. There are odd, gaudy flowers all over the front of a
top that's blazing white, and her new pants cut strange lines into her hips, making them seem more
angular than they really are.
"Hey, here you are. I loved these so much I absolutely had to wear them home," she says, a
dopey grin on her face. "Sorry I took so long. Ready to head out?"
"Uh, sure." Guess I was.
Laurie tilts her head at my wife quizzically, putting her hand on her chin and looking at her
with a squint, wheels turning.

"Are you a teacher?"
"Yes, how did you know?" her eyes bright again. Laurie was right. Fall was coming soon.
"I don't know, There's just something about a woman buying clothes like that from
American Eagle that just screams out 'New Teacher'."
I start to chuckle. I love my wife dearly, but I've had her self-identification as a molder of
young minds thrown in my face enough times during disagreements over my o'wn life direction to
harbor a secret enioyment of those few times she got taken down a peg. That must sound
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like sometimes I can't help but want to see a moment, just a moment, where her plans don't go the
way she wants. Then she'd know it could happen to her too.
That urge to laugh gets caught in my throat when I look to see my wife visibly wilt in front
of me like a flower in a microwave; her expression draining off her face and her body slumping
like someone punched her in the stomach.
She looks at me like she can't believe I'd just stand there, but I don't have a chance to say
anything before Laurie apologizes, saying she used to work there a long time ago and had a lot of
bad experiences. We walk out ofthe game store for what I'm sure is the last time. My [mal
goodbye to Laurie is without fanfare. Just a simple "bye" before I'm practically led back out into
the mall again.
We walk in silence as steel gates and glass doors begin slamming shut all around us. I see
young people in the food court with nametags and colorful uniforms taking unsold pretzels and
reddened meat products out of their glass cases for disposal. They all have a look of coiled
excitement on their faces that belies their weary postures. God only k-.nows what trouble they'll g('t
into tonight I wish I could be with them. Give me tongs and a hair net and you'd better believe I'd
he behind those counters with them.
V</f!'rc about ncar the south exit to the parking lot when my wife finally speaks up and says she has
to use the bathroom before we leave. She hands me her bags and walks off to the ladies restroom
just DC'Rr the Eye Express and the Pipe Bam. They always put the most uninteresting crap near the
out of the way exits.
Like the "It's the Berries" frozen yogurt shop which has been a blank, vacant hole filled with

shuttered entrance that says,

"Every Monday! Senior Citizens Card Game Day!
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Cribbage! Hearts! Euchre! Win Big Prizes! Sign up for a seat today!"
I walk up to it and see that there's a clipboard attached to it. A Bic Clic pen, blue, is tied to
the metal clip with a piece of twine. Fourteen names are written down for that Monday's
competition, each name with a phone number and an age. The youngest is Frieda Bell Chronic.
She's 68. She lists "Cribbage" under "Preferred Game ofInterest." "No Muggins Rule Only." That
means she won't steal points from you that you don't see.
My attention is drawn to a little kiosk floating free in the thoroughfare, one of those ones
where you can buy hermit crabs with personalized shells painted electfUIll blue. A young woman
reaches into a cabinet underneath and pulls out a large folded canvas. I walk up to her and see the
kiosk is a large rectangular s8.t'1dbox at stomach levet and inside a vast field of gravel and sand,
with jagged rocks jutting out and dusky pieces of drift wood embedded ·within. Glittery shells
growing armored tcndrils underneath slowly scuttle across the alien landscape.
She: tells me she's just closing up for the night and I tell her I'm just looking. I ask her what
happens to thc crabs overnight and she says, "They stay here. What do you think I take them home
with me?"
I ask her about the canvas and she says it zips up around the top frame of the kiosk so it
stays covered overnight. I ask her what the point of that is and she says, "Not sure. I come in some
mornings and there's usually one crab that's been ripped apart When one ofthcsc things "\vants a

I hear the bathroom door svving open so I him around, but it's not my wife emerging Tt'.;;
somC' other woman, hut f.')r a moment n" the woman pa.;;.;;c.;; and the door begins to swing shut, I
can see into the sacred unk-.nowable rcalm of the ladies battuoom, and I do see my wife. She's
standing at the sink looking into the mirror and dabbing tea.rs from her reddened eyes, The door

Walker 40
swings shut with a hiss, and my wife is replaced with an image of Woman as a head above a
geometrically perfect triangle skirt.
A Pentecostal (gender here) I talked to ages ago told me the reason why their religion
demands that their women must wear skirts is because it's our dress that should define the
difference between men and women. Example: The signs you see posted outside public bathrooms.
All you need to see is that triangle skirt, and you just know it's a woman. I remember laughing at
the time, but you can't say these signs don't do their job well.
I put the bags down and place my hands against the oaken restroom door to look at that
representation of woman embossed into blue plastic. At any moment my wife could throw this
door open to find me standing there with my hands up, palms out. But seconds tick by and she
doesn't. Always a door.
She has no way of knowing, but the most embarrassing moment of my life was being too
afraid to take a piss in a men's restroom where there were no separate urinals, only a trough,
because I'd have to stand too closely to the men already there. So, I went to one of the enclosed
stalls, but I couldn't do it there either because the sound of me peeing into the bowl would only
announce my cowardice to those standing shoulder to shoulder on the other side ofthe divider. So,
in one horrific moment, I lowered my pants and sat down to pee.
I blink and look again at the plastic rocket woman inches from my face. That's my wife.
She could understand I've been hurt too, I know it. So I take a deep breath and push once on the
heavy door. The gust of air from the women's restroom smells like jasmine and tile cleaner as it
hits me in the face. I step across the threshold, into exactly where I don't belong, preparing to tell
her everything about how I'm signing up for the tournament on Monday, even though I'm
probably under the required age limit. Because god knows I've got the time to spare and I want to
playa game, for once, that I'm sure I can win.
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Dogpile
Humboldt, Illinois is dying. The only gas station, a two-pump concrete island with a
disused service station attached to it, just closed. The plastic yellow "America Gas 4 You" sign
hangs from rusted metal hooks in the breeze. 01' Jimmy Chisum said he'd take it down because it
can be sold for a reasonable price, but he's so old and his Warner's retractable metal ladder is so
tall.
The two-room bank, supposedly the smallest in all of Coles County, is on its way out. A
commemorative plaque is in the stock room, tucked snugly into a roll of bubble-wrap. It will hang
from the soon-to-be-vacant red brick in remembrance.
The post office, skeleton-crew staffed, waits for word from up above. Frieda Bell, front
desk for thirty years, veins pulping out from wizened hands in blue nets, looks up to the
"Commemorative Stamps of the Month" poster and wonders if this will be the year that the eagle
in the emblem will finally look down from its flight and realize it's time to swoop in and pick their
office off the map once and for all.
Humboldt Grade School is having its first of two recesses of the day. Principal Les
Edwards is in his office. He has just completed the scheduled ten o'clock phone call regarding the
district consolidation. He is now trying to figure out just what in the world they will do with all the
desks, because many of them are hopelessly outdated. Some even still have circular cut-outs in
them for ink wells. He knows no one in Mattoon will buy them.
He gets out the form to cancel the Thursday visits from Miss Heckle's Computer Bus while
his wife Beverly, who teaches fourth grade and who agrees the kids shouldn't be told yet, walks
slowly out of his office and down the hall to the north exit. She pulls the steely whistle out of her
pocket, unfurls the blue nylon cord and drapes it around her neck. She can feel the spherical piece
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of cork rattling around in it as she walks across the gravel lot to the grassy patch where the
playground equipment is embedded into the tough central Illinois clay.
Little Cliff Michaels, who is the best reader she has taught in years, comes up to her, his
blue eyes still evident behind a pudgy face.
"Mrs. Edwards, have you see my ray gun?"
She knows exactly where his ray gun is. When toys started getting lost each day, she
started keeping them in a Tupperware bin that a selected student would carry out and then back in
again during each recess. But she didn't want to tell him.
"Why do you want your ray gun, Cliff?"
He squints. He doesn't understand the question. All he knows is the ray gun is his. He's
waited all day to sit on top of the bam-shaped monkey bars and pretend he's Rick Mega. Selena
Kress and Kasey Cox always lurked the shadows behind the storage shed, whispering into each
other's ears about Dustin Jefferies. Cliff wanted to know why they needed to talk about Dustin so
much. He tried to ask them once, and they just laughed and ran away. Now he shoots them with his
ray gun every day.
"I don't know. I just want it."
Mrs. Edwards sighs and looks out beyond the playground equipment. She wonders if it will
all be pried up by Quackenbush Demolition. They're out ofNeoga. Humboldt's been throwing
them a lot of business. She looks at the nearly brand new tornado slide towering out of a patch of
gravel. She wonders how deeply the metal supports go down into the earth. Her husband just
bought it only months ago with the money from the PTA chili sale and the FFA cakewalk. She was
in the office when Walker's Construction brought it in on the flatbed. Walker's put it in.
Quackenbush will take it out.
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She looks past the equipment to the large stretch of flat ground beyond, extending all the
way to a country road that runs north of campus. Ten boys from her class are running pass
patterns. They aren't supposed to be tackling each other, but they clearly are. A familiar instinct of
discipline makes her want to reach for her whistle, but she resists it. She no longer sees the point.
"Don't you think you should be playing football with the other boys instead of playing out
here by yourself?"
Cliff isn't fat, but he's getting there. She can see it in him, more and more each day. He
reads alone, studies alone, plays alone. Normally she doesn't mind. Usually she encourages his
reading and his writing, but all at once she can imagine him, one year later, one year heavier,
sitting on the playground at one of Mattoon's many grade schools, and she knows what will
happen. He'll be gone. They won't care down there. Then he won't. Then no book will help him
anymore. And here is fat-faced Cliff, looking up at her like he can't even imagine the possibility of
simply trying to catch a pass. Because of that, she can't feel sorry for him. Instead, she is furious at
him; that he can know so much about every one of his favorite wrestlers from Saturday Night's

Main Event, but can't bring himself to even try.
"Umm ... I don't know .. J kind ofjust want my ray gun."
"You said that already. Why? What good is there in that?"
"I can...play with it, I guess."
"You don't say. 'Play with it.' All right then. It's over there in the bin with the rest of the
little kids' toys, Cliff. You know that. Go get it."
He flinches. She believes him too young to understand the insult in what she said. He walks
away and she watches him rummage around in the blue plastic bin until he comes up with a silver
pistol, rounded at the edges with tiny light-up diodes embedded all along the length of the barrel.
His pudgy fingers are wrapped around it and he sheepishly looks back at her.
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"Well, Cliff. You've got your ray gun. Now play with it."
She towers over him; her shadow a diagonal pall fastened from the tips of her shoes to the
worn ruts in the dirt under the swings. He knows the trap he's fallen into; the point she was trying
to make. His valued atomizer with the patented "Mega-Phaze" attachment now seems childish,
even to him. He realizes that when he brought it for show and tell just after his birthday, everyone
else had books and geodes and chemistry sets. Ben Sullivan brought a picture of himselftaken
with a kangaroo named "Opie." He wouldn't shut up about kangaroos for the entire month. He
wanted everyone to know that kangaroos were his thing. After that, everyone in class had a thing;
something endangered, something in need of saving. All Cliff had was his ray gun. That and the
commemorative special edition of Rick Mega's Zero Force available only after sending in the
required proof-of-purchase he cut off the back of the box with his mom's sewing scissors.
Cliff begins to play with his ray gun, but he's doing it half-heartedly, tilting his legs in a
stance of action he remembers from the front cover of his special edition and thrusting the silvery
barrel out in oddly clipped movements. He never pulls the trigger. He realizes how stupid he looks
to Mrs. Edwards, and to Selena, who is watching the whole scene from across the playground. She
is without her giggling compatriot. Casey Cox has chicken pox.
"I guess I can go play football, Mrs. Edwards."
Instead of placing the ray gun back in the bin, he hands it over to Mrs. Edwards, flipping it
around in his hand so that it's handgrip-first as ifhe's a disgraced solider relinquishing his sidearm
once and for all. In accordance with the solemnity of the moment, she accepts this gesture and
takes the ray gun from him, the plastic surface wet from his clammy palms.
He walks past the monkey bars and out to the open fields where the game is being played.
He is confused by their patterns of collision. They all seem to terminate in everyone crumbled up
on the hard ground in a big squirming heap.
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He is surprised when they accept him into their game with no hesitance. Harold
Hershberger, not Amish anymore although he still wears the suspenders, thinks Cliff's size will
give his team the advantage. Cliff asks what the score is, or where the end zones are supposed to
be, but no one seems to know.
Dustin Jefferies is calling all the shots. When he pulls them into a huddle, he puts his arm
on Cliff's back as he calls out directions. "Cut left, wide right,jlip-six." Cliff understands none of
what he's saying, but he's comforted by the camaraderie; even more so when he discovers that
each pattern they run concludes with someone shouting "get him" and then pointing at whomever
has the ball. At which point everyone converges, knocking that person to the ground and piling on
in a tangle of smelly, sweaty, laughing little kid torsos.
They can't believe that Mrs. Edwards hasn't made them stop. Last time they tried tackling
for real, Michael Yolk bit the tip of his tongue off when he hit the ground. The blood was thick and
red. Mr. Sapp made them all run laps.
The game is close. Not because of points as they weren't keeping track, but because they
know recess is drawing to a close. There are no clocks outside, but they can sense it. The teachers
are starting to circle up near the back doors to the school, chatting and toying with their whistles.
The game is becoming less structured in what they believe are the final plays. All they want
to do is collide with one another and fall to the ground. No one's getting hurt. Cliff is experiencing
the first inkling that he might be a god of some kind.
As they drag themselves to what they're sure is one of the last few plays they'll be able to
get in, Cliff sees Selena off in the distance, walking across the outer fringes of their playing field,
skirting glances at them, at Dustin. This is rare behavior for her. Selena Kress is always behind
something. But there she is, in the open air, alone.
Cliff breaks free of the gathering huddle of teammates and points at her, arm stock-straight.
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"Get her!"
He breaks out in a sprint. He is amazed when everyone gathered behind him on both sides
of the line of scrimmage obeys his order and nms behind him in two wings extending outward
from both his right and left flanks, forming a ragged arrow of dirty young boys with himself at the
point.
Selena has plenty of time to react to this, but she freezes, as if she doesn't think they'll
really hit her.
Cliff strikes her first, but he raises his arms up slightly with palms open, somehow sensing
that you shouldn't hit a girl leading with your head or your shoulder like you do with a boy. She
crumples at the knees when Cliff collides with her and they both fall to the hard ground. She's on
her back, and Cliff's right on top of her. Both wings ofthe vanguard collapse upon them in a heap,
just like they have been doing all day with each other on the field.
The sun becomes blocked out as the bodies pile on, one after the other. Eventually, Cliff is
almost left alone with Selena under the crushing weight of their classmates, face to face, their
noses almost touching.
As another body lands on the pile somewhere above them both, Cliff feels himself being
pressed flush against her. Her eyes plead something from him before something in her begins to
panic. Another body lands. She makes a strangulated grunt and the air in her lungs leaves her,
brushing the downy peachfuzz on his cheeks. Once that's gone, the only thing left to come out of
her body as the pile grows are the tears. Cliff watches them emerge from the corners of her eyes as
ifthey're being forced out of her with each impact above them.
He's unable to stop what he started. The boys all around them are laughing and grunting,
but they can't see what they've done by following Cliff's orders. It's all just too funny to them.
Ryan Blethrode's face has just been smashed dead-solid-perfect right into Justin Jamison's denim
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clad ass. Cliff can't see anything else but Selena's face contorting underneath him. She's only
making whispering sounds of desperation as she continues to cry. He can't believe that this is
hurting her that much. He made sure to hit her just so that she would fall down. No one got hurt all
day. No one else had cried during their turn under the pile, except her. Not even John Foran, and
he cries at everything.
And then suddenly the weight on top of them lessens. They're all rolling off one by one.
This play is over. Light begins to reach the two bodies held tight at the pile's core. Cliff wonders
what they'll think when they see what they've all done to her. But by the time he knows it, they've
all dispersed, wandering back to the field behind them to continue hitting. It was like they didn't
even remember why they did what they did, or what it was they were hitting in the first place.
Cliff gets up off Selena at last and much to his surprise, she's not dead. Whatever's inside
of a girl that holds her together differently than a boy has not been broken under the weight of
them all, at least not that he can see. She rises, her face red, and a slender hand muddy from being
pressed palm down into the dirt wipes the tears away from her eyes, leaving a dark streak of mud
across her cheek like war paint. He tries to say something to her, but something in her eyes as she
gathers herself prevents him.
She turns and walks away with a limp, her back and narrow hips outlined by a halo of
caked mud. She's going to have to explain that to someone. Mrs. Edwards. Her parents. True to
form, she heads back to her hiding place behind the storage sheds where she turns the comer out of
sight. He suddenly wishes Casey Cox was around, to walk her back to her usual places on the
playground. He wants them to point and laugh and whisper about things he doesn't understand. He
wants his ray gun back.
He turns and looks back at his teammates lining up for another play. They haven't waited
for him. Cliff wonders how long he has before Selena says something to Mrs. Edwards about what
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just happened. He knows what the punishments for talking in class are; what happens if you get
caught cursing while trying to use the vacuum powered eraser cleaner. Tommy Melton had to turn
his desk so that it faced the wall for one straight month after he stuck the paperclip into the outlet
underneath the easel. What's the price for making Selena Kress cry? He can't even begin to
imagine. She can be tattling right now, he knows this. Be he also knows it's not really "tattling" if
you've got it coming. If you deserve it.
He can't believe the teachers haven't blown their whistles yet. They're still gathered by the
back doors. They're all listening to Mrs. Edwards. Their heads are all down. They aren't even
looking at their watches. He waits for Selena to appear from behind the storage sheds, and for Mrs.
Edwards to kneel down to her, brush the dirt away and listen to her story. Eleven 0' clock recess is
twenty minutes long. It always goes by so fast. But today, in Humboldt, Illinois, recess is lasting
forever.
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Jim Schmidt's Last Letter
Jim Schmidt is the night manager: The night manager of the Schnucks of
Champaign/Urbana. He is cautious about the sins of being too prideful, but how can he not be
somewhat pleased that his picture is on the wall, right next to the cart corral. It is the first time his
name has ever appeared on a wall anywhere. He sees it every evening when he arrives to night
manage. He tries to look at it as carefully as he can, out of the comer of his eye, as he passes the
corral, because he doesn't want to appear vain. Another sin he is aware of.
He is somewhat perturbed at how he is fourth on the wall after Roy Kikendall: Pharmacist.
Roy Kikendall drives a car that is battery powered for short drives in town. He's very proud of it.
Jim Schmidt drives a 1987 Dodge Omni, white. The last model with the heating controls on the left
hand side of the steering column. He likes this because he it gives him complete control over the
temperature. No one else has been in his car in years. It would die for sure ifhe took it out on the
interstate. So Jim Schmidt is, in effect, in ChampaignlUrbana to stay.
Jim Schmidt has a daughter. He thinks of her every time fall comes around and the
professors come in to buy their groceries. He knows which ones they are. They're the ones buying
"catsup" in glass bottles. The students always go across town to the Meijer. It's cheaper, plus they
can buy balsa wood furniture for their dorm rooms. Meijer does not care about the quality of their
inventory. Somewhere Jim Schmidt's daughter is doing something in college. He wants to write to
her every fall, but doesn't. This year, he wants to say, "Hi Molly. It's dad. I'm a night manager
now. Bet you didn't see that one coming." He wants to tell her that it's quite a responsibility, being
a night manager. That it's more than just making sure one of the higher-end grocery stores in the
central Illinois area runs smoothly once the sun goes down. That it's about helping. It's about
helping because not everyone can shop for groceries during the day, and those people who must
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shop from eight p.m. to three in the morning deserve a store that runs smoothly and that looks
good.
Jim Schmidt has been to the Meijer late at nights. He doesn't do it to buy groceries because
he's feels that's disloyal. He only does it to check out the competition. Their seafood section
smells like damp towels that have soured. Point of purchase displays for more impulse-based food
items like mini-puff butterscotch marshmallows, and throwback classic sodas made with pure cane
sugar in collectable vintage cans often look disheveled and messy because they're in locations
where people will keep ramming them with their carts. Jim Schmidt will walk the aisles of the
Meijer, sometimes immediately after his shift at the Schnucks, just so he can prepare for what he
can work on the next week; so he can always stay one step ahead. He refuses to have a store that
looks "Pell Mell" to the customers. Jim Schmidt gets blank stares from his staff every time he uses
the term "Pell Mell."
But they listen to him. Even though they're all students and they're all tired and frustrated
they can't find any other work, they respect and obey him. They worked all night assembling the
giant Super Mario out of 12-can fridge packs. Jim Schmidt knew ojSuper Mario, but not enough
to catch the subtleties needed for the display. He had the blueprint that corporate sent him for the
promotion, but it wasn't clear on what soda to use to create something called a "? Block." He
assumed it was some form of treasure, so he suggested Squirt or Fresca because the cases were
yellow, but his night staff told him it should be more of a gold color, so they'd need Orange Crush
to complete the sculpture. That's the type of teamwork that makes Jim Schmidt feel like life's
worth living.
Jim Schmidt doesn't want to write about things like this. He wants to write to Molly about
the young girl who they found crying in produce one night. No one in the store could find her
parents anywhere. He called out on the store intercom over and over again, asking for the parents
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or guardian of a little girl in a floral print dress to come to the front of the store. But no one came.
It made no sense. It was nearly one in the morning. There was no reason for her to be up that late

at the grocery store, even with a parent. Jim Schmidt understood all too well though. He knew how
things could happen with parents and children. How one can let down the other so easily and not
even know they're doing it. For a moment, a parent leaving their child alone at a grocery store
made perfect sad sense to him. He didn't admit this out loud to his staff. Instead, he could see how
the little girl, reddened eyes wide from the slow realization that she was alone with strangers, was
clearly near the edge of panic. Jim Schmidt scooped her up in his arms and carried her over to the
large metal box near the cart corral with the stuffed animals in the bottom of it and the tri-pronged
metal claw hanging above them. When she saw the purple koala in the bottom, her face seemed to
soften. Jim Schmidt asked Landecker to run to stock room to find the keys to unlock the chest, but
when Landecker told him that they hadn't had the keys for years, Jim Schmidt knew what he had
to do. Even though he had never seen anyone successfully grab a stuffed anything with that metal
claw, let alone any of the more desirable items on the bottom layer, such as the koala, Jim Schmidt
began breaking crisp bills into quarters, one after the other, and feeding the resulting coinage into
the machine to do the impossible: To snag the koala with the claw.
By the twelfth dollar, he had attracted a crowd. Every cashier and every stray customer had
circled around him, cheering him on as he emptied out his pockets. By the twentieth dollar, he
almost had it, discovering that the best plan was not to try to grab the purple koala by its wide
plushy backside, but by its head, because it had hard plastic eyes that the prongs could catch on.
But the grip, when attained, was so tenuous he had to lift carefully because any swaying would
cause the animal to fall back down again. On his twenty-eighth dollar, he had it. He maneuvered
the claw; koala head precariously caught in-between curved prongs, forward and to the left, inch
by inch. Not one person around him was breathing. The girl was clutching at his brown slacks,
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palms hot through the fabric. When he hit the red release button and the koala dropped straight
down into the chute, everyone exploded into cheers. Co-workers. Customers. Both became one
around him. The little girl squealed in delight as Jim Schmidt reached into the Plexiglas flap and
pulled out the koala. Jim Schmidt picked the girl up in his arms and she held the koala over hear
head like it was the greatest thing ever and they all celebrated. It was the best thing he had ever
spent twenty-eight dollars in quarters on.

That's what he wants to tell his daughter about in his letter. He wants to tell her about how
full ofjoy the Schnucks was that night. How the little girl still had a smile on her face even when
the police eventually came to take her to safety until they could find out who she belonged to.
Before the officers took her away, giving her Care Bear coloring books and a 12-count pack of
crayons to keep her from crying, she ran to Jim Schmidt one last time and hugged him so hard,
koala still in her hand. Jim Schmidt wants to tell his daughter that that's what being a night
manager is about; that it's about making sure one little girl doesn't equate grocery stores or the
people who work in them with abandonment issues.
Jim Schmidt wants to ask his daughter if she remembers the Six Flags trip where he tried
and failed to accomplish the same feat with a similar machine and a red plushy Noid inside of it.
He wants to ask her if she even remembers how much she loved The Noid. Jim Schmidt wants to
ask about Thanksgiving, and how even though it would be cramped, he's got room for her at his
new apartment if she wants to drive down for the holidays, as long as she has the time and if her
mother hasn't already asked her, of course.
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Dear Tom Tamalo:
Hello. Forgive the old-school letter, but I couldn't find a valid email address to contact you.
The only hope I had was in an old back issue of TransGoJoBot-X, the one where you implored up
and- coming writers to write to you for advice on self-publishing, and that the letters would get to
you somehow even if you've moved. I know you're probably tired of people writing to you about
Zero Force, so I was hoping that getting a letter mentioning your other series might be a nice
change of pace (Trans-go was a great little comic book. It's a shame Eclipse Publishing dropped
the ball on it).
Actually, this is my second letter to you, as I wrote to the letters column of Zero Force back
when I was nine or ten, but I wouldn't hold it against you for not remembering, nor would I hold it
against you that you guys didn't publish my letter (my questions were pretty stupid).
Anyhow, I found a bunch of my old Zero Force comics in my mother's basement and had a
great time re-reading them over the last few months. I also realized that, what with all these old

Walker 55
characters from the 70s and 80s coming back in new series and movies, poor Rick Mega has sort
of disappeared. I looked online and there are no reprint volumes available out there. Has Mighty
Comics or anyone else approached you about a re-Iaunch or at least a trade paperback of the old
issues? That would be something else, for sure. It may sound corny, but the Zero Force continues
to playa big part in my life; since finding all those old issues, I've managed to incorporate your
storytelling techniques into my master's thesis, and have even given several presentations about
the joy of appreciating the literary value of stories that have been "forgotten" such as (sadly) Rick
Mega and his collective Zero Force. Still, that's not reason enough to keep them "forgotten" is it?
So if you haven't already, get on Mighty about those reprints, ok? I can't be the only one asking
you.
Enclosed, as if I haven't already presented myself enough as a hopeless fanboy, is a picture
of me and my girlfriend at the laundromat playing the actual Rick Mega's Zero Force Board Game
(the one from Parker Brothers, not the unlicensed Avalon Hill version) which I was able to find
(still in the shrink wrap) on eBay. Hope I didn't screw you over on any royalties by getting it
second hand. My girlfriend doesn't have a clue who Rick Mega is, but she loves playing it while
her clothes are drying, as long as I let her be LauraLax, of course. I always had a thing for
her....LauraLax, that is (don't tell my girlfriend).
I don't know if you had a hand in designing either the rules, but for a game intended for
"Age 10 and up" it holds up surprisingly well in terms of strategy and depth of gameplay. I loved
how the back of the rulebook actually gives an 800 number to call if there are any rule questions.
Funny thing about that number; we actually got into a bit of an argument over what
happens to the Ruby Cubes if you invest them in the wrong quadrant, and I almost called that old
number right there just to get an answer because we were that desperate to see who was right.
Since God only knows what that number is connected to now, we resorted to pleading our cases to
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the five other people in the Laundromat watching us play our old board game and letting them
decide. They pretty much thought we were crazy, but they ended up siding with my girlfriend, but
I think that's just because she had the prettier-looking playing piece.
Zero Force Forever,
Cliff Michaels.

Tom Tama/o
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
Jogging Accident:
On November 3 rd 1992, Tamalo was struck by a hit and run driver while jogging near his home
in Federal Way, Washington. Tamalo remained in a coma for three weeks thereafter. Although
he emerged from the coma, the brain damage he sustained is substantial and irreversible. He
has resided in a round the clock care health facility since the mid-90s. The driver responsible
for the accident has never been identified.
Current State of Characters Created:
Rick Mega's Zero Force and all related characters belong wholly to Tamalo, thanks to him

purchasing the rights in the late 80s from Mighty Comics, who at the time had no interest in
them anymore. This ownership situation, along with Tamalo's health condition, will most likely
prevent the either the reprint and/or new adventures of Rick Mega from ever being published.

Carol:
Yes, I got your last email. I'm sorry it has taken me so long to respond. Yes, it's perfectly
acceptable to have your old things sent back out to you; they're yours after all. I wasn't trying to
keep anything. I actually already had a lot of this stuffboxed up, but I just haven't gotten around to
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sending it to you. I think maybe I wanted to be sure that everything you wanted back was in there,
although I could have just as easily asked. So yeah, your Game Boy, Tetris cartridge, and your
American Dreamer DVD are ready to be sent out. And I did manage to find your Kane County

Cougar so you'll get that back too.
Somehow or another, I think you ended up with my Rick Mega Board game. In fact, I'm
sure of it since you asked me to bring it with me when I moved in with you. Could you send it
back to me when you get a chance? I know postage might be a bit high for it, so I'll reimburse you.
It's so strange that I can't find it, and I can't believe I would have left it behind, but everything just
happened so fast, you know? Oh, and my copy of Fear City on VHS? I think you have that too.
Please check. I'll keep looking through all myoid stuff this week to see if there's anything else of
yours lurking around. Like you said, it's only fair.
- Cliff.

Operator:

~Hello.

You have reached Target Customer Service, how

may I help you?
Cliff:

~Uh ... I'

m sorry... I didn't understand you...um...is this 1-800-225

0540?"
Operator:

~Sir,

this is Target Customer Service, what department

may I direct you to?"
Cliff:

~Ok,

this may sound odd. I'm sorry if I sound sort of out

of- it. I didn't think anyone would pick up at this number,
especially at this hour. I thought I'd get a machine or maybe the
number would be disconnected and I ...wel1 ...!...man this is weird...!..."
Operator:

~Sir.

Um...this is the Tar..."
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C1~ff:

"Well, this is going to be hard to explain, but I have this

old board game that I haven't played in a long time you know? I
know it's late but I was playing it just now for old times' sake
and I couldn't remember one of the rules. And on the back of the
instructions is this one-eight-hundred number that you were
supposed to call in case of...
Operator: "Sir...this is ..."
C1~ff:

" ...rule questions. I mean, the game's from 1986, so I didn't

think that anyone would actually be on the other end, but I still
thought it would be interesting to call it...and uh...maybe just see
if someone would pick up."
Operator: "Um...sir? As I said, this is the Target Customer Service
line and..."
C1~ff:

" ...Oh, I understand. ' Target.' Like the store? I couldn't

understand your accent at first. I didn't know what you were
saying."
Operator: "Yes sir. We handle all returns for Target at this
number. May I direct you to a department now?"
C1~ff:

" ...um...no. That was it really. I think I'm good, I guess. I

thought you might find that interesting...what your phone number
used to be."
Operator: "Thank you sir."
C1~ff:

"Thank you. Goodnight."
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According to Hoyle
Megan parked her father's beat-up old truck just up the street and behind a grove of bushes
so it wouldn't be seen. She could see her reflection in the glass of the storm door as she waited for
a response to the doorbell she just pushed. She hated the face she saw in that glass, a distorted
shadow of a simple farm girl trying to play dress up.
Suddenly the covered glass dish of peanut-butter bars she brought with her felt stupid and
childish.
"Feed him and he'll love you," she thought. "Feed him with a recipe from mother's old
recipe box and bring it in that Crazy Daisy dish she let you use and maybe he'll always want you."
She had almost given up hope and turned to leave when he opened the door. Hutton stood
in front ofher as perfect as the last time she saw him earlier in the week, in the glass entryway of
Booth Library. It wasn't the way she normally left the building, but she knew Hutton was heading
that way and she only had so many ways of possibly crossing paths with him outside of class.
So she walked down a back corridor she normally avoided. It was lined with marble
plaques and faded portraits of benefactors long passed, and she loitered near a cluttered bulletin
board inside a glass enclosed entryway between the lobby and the afternoon heat. She feigned
interest in the numerous multicolored slips of paper pinned to nearly every inch of the corkboard
surface, every one marked with arcane invitations exhorting passersby to attend this or make their
way to that.
She reached out and felt the feathery edge of one of the more colorful flyers, one that had
nearly all its tabs tom away, feeling each remaining one trail across her fingertips. She considered
ripping the last one off, but she had no idea just who or what the ACMAR ARCO CONSORTIUM
was or even where the HONOREX building was on campus. She remembered her freshman year,
when she had to live in the dorms even though her parent's farm was only ten minutes away. She
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remembered how stupid it felt to feel homesick when you can practically see the outer edges of her
dad's property if you squinted from her window to the open fields beyond town. She remembered
checking her mail one day and finding an envelope inside in someone's writing other than her
mother or her father's. She thought it was from an admirer of some kind, even though she knew
that was stupid. She was proven right when she peeled back the flap to find a mass-mailed invite
from Campus Youth Ministries Outreach. She appreciated the gesture, but she realized you can't
trust anyone who would want to be friends with that many people.
And then he appeared, entering the stale air of the glass entryway behind her. The
pneumatic hinges on the door presaged his entrance with an asthmatic wheeze. She spun around
and there he was, one of the only times they had not been separated by rows of desks full of books,
papers and index cards. His eyes, even removed from the stale illumination of the classroom, were
still brown. Irremovably brown. Unreachably brown.
"Megan, you don't usually head out this way. Did you park in W Lot or something?"

"Uh, yeah."
She wanted to say more, but was too concerned with staying stock still as he stood in front
of her. She would die to leave the building with him, except leaving with him would mean they'd
have to walk-and-talk, which would be fine, but eventually he'd see The Truck, rusted, brown, old,
and clearly her daddy's.
"Hey Megan. Thanks for helping the group with our project this week. The way Taggart's
got the class laid out, I feel like I don't know shit for shinola. You really saved us, that's for sure."

He was correct. They would have been screwed. She had been a last minute addition to
their in-class group because she wasn't in class on the day groups were formed. She told her
professor that it was a family emergency because she couldn't face telling her it was because her
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father needed help with the harvest that day, and her professor made quite a habit of making
constant cracks about the area around them that was home to her in spite of all its flaws. Dad
looked at her out in those endless fields, wiped the musky sweat from his brow and asked with all
earnestness if he' d have to call her "teacher" to explain why she couldn't be in class.
And yet, she had ended up in his group. And what she wanted more than anything was for
him to say everything he just said about the class, except she wanted him to say that she saved him,
not everyone else.
"Well, 1 was just trying to help, that's all. I'm surprised you could read my notes."
"No, no, your notes made a lot of sense. They were pretty funny too. 1 wish you would
have spoken up more in group. No sense in me being the only one to read your little comments."
"I don't think they would have gotten most of them."
"And you thought I would?"
"I took a guess."
He smiled. She smiled. There they were, two smiling people surrounded by stale air. He
started to glance to the outer doors and she knew she only had one last chance to keep him for just
a few more moments.
She asked him about The Patch: The patch on the left shoulder of that same haggard
military surplus jacket he wore every time their group met. It was a ratty jacket, dark green tendrils
fraying out at every seam. Still, he wore it correctly; high up on the shoulders, collar open,
inviting.
The patch was a black circle of tiny, tightly-woven threads. On top was a blocky golden
robot with a squat head and a glowing red slit for an eye. Underneath were the words
"len• • RatioAal Champ· 1985."
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He beamed a smile at her, wide and endless. His gums were pink and soft. He talked about
the patch. He talked about the patch like he'd been waiting his whole life for someone to ask him
about it. She flashed for a second on her mother telling her about how she caught her father's
attention in high school (the very same school that was just one mile away from them) by asking
him what the letters B, S, and A on his own jacket stood for.
By asking Hutton about his patch, she took one step toward becoming her own mother,
which she detested, but the reward made it worthwhile.
She smiled. he laughed. He touched her arm. She felt her brain cave in. Already, the sun
was setting, the campus emptying out for the evening. The words stalled, and he cocked his head
just slightly and said,
"Ok, you've GOT to come to this thing I'm having tonight."
She could feel the fear spiraling upward from the bottom of her stomach in sick, languid
waves of purple. It felt like no air was moving around her. Her neck started to itch where her collar
touched it. She suddenly wished she just could live in the moment where they touched arms. That
was perfection to her.
"Uh...1 don't know. I've got to ... "
"What? You're going to turn me down? Not now. C'mon, It will be fun."
"Well, uh, what's going on tonight?"
He cocked his head at her. She realized the mistake she made in saying that. She should
have been up for whatever. Guys liked that. Girls who liked whatever.
"Well well, got something more pressing going on?" he said, smiling.
"That's not what 1 mean, it's just 1 don't know if you're..."
She stammered like an idiot to him. She had no idea how to put it into words; how to say
that she didn't know how to deal with the reality of entering Hutton's world. Her mind filled with
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perfectly formed visions of her uncomfortably following Hutton and his sure-to-be massive
menagerie of friends around to some of the bars on campus, trying not to look out of place as they
played darts in some backroom somewhere while the music blared. She had never even been in a
bar before. For some reason she imagined everything being red inside, like it was lit by one of the
lights in her dad's chicken coop used to keep the hens warm.
"Look, Megan," Hutton said, putting his hand on her arm again, calming her. It was clear
he understood her hesitancy. "It's no big deal. Me and my friends are just having a quiet night in
and maybe play some cards. Poker, usually. Dealer's choice, nothing complicated. Lots of wilds."
She felt the weight lift from her, relieved at the mental picture she was replacing the
previous one with. She had been making him into something she felt she couldn't have, but
Hutton's living room ....his friends ...she could do that.
"Aren't I just going to cramp your style ifit's going to be a guy thing and all? I don't even
really know how to play cards."
''Not at all? How is that possible? Everyone knows at least one card game."
"WelL.! know Cribbage. That's pretty much it."
"Cribbage? Is that the game with the board and the little pegs?"
"Yeah, you use that to keep score."
"Why can't you just use a piece of paper?"
"Ummm, points in cribbage accrue rapidly enough, and at all moments through a hand, so
it would make ..uh...using a pad ofpaper...um.. .impractical and ...uh..."
She stopped when she realized she was reciting the rules to cribbage verbatim as they were
taught to her by her father who learned them from his dog-eared Rules According to Hoyle book he
picked up from a garage sale. She was sixteen, and had been in bed with the chicken pox for days.
Her father came in from the fields early on the third day, when the Benadryl was really starting to
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kick in, carrying the cribbage board, the Hoyle book and a blue deck of Bicycle playing cards.
Being sixteen and eternally moody, she protested at first that she didn't want to play, but with no
cable TV, she didn't have a choice and the two played Cribbage for hours, the cards and board
balanced on the little painted bedside table she had had since she was a child. It only took her
fifteen minutes to remember the exact worth of a Jack on the start card, what "one for his knobs"
meant, and only thirty minutes to start beating her father two out of every three games.
She realized that as she began to explain the worth of the cribbage board to Hutton, she
instinctively looked down and gestured at a board that wasn't even there, just as if they were about
to play for real, as if he was asking her to teach him. She looked back up and saw that Hutton was
smiling at her like she was some kind of adorable little thing that had been yapping around his
heels in a language he couldn't decipher.
"Megan." He leaned to her. "It's just going to be a bunch of guys playing cards and stuff.
After that little display, trust me, you'll fit right in. C'mon. I want to see you there."
He wanted her. That's all she heard. He smiled and jotted directions to his apartment down
on a piece of paper he ripped from a tiny green notebook he produced from a vectored pocket. His
handwriting was curved and vaguely feminine. It made her feel less nervous. He made a move to
the door and she followed. He heaved the outer door, glassy, greenish and heavy, open with one
motion of his arm and gestured for her to go through first. She stepped into the early evening heat
and the fear hit her again. Her dad's truck was waiting for her.
And now she stood on his front porch looking at him, still wearing that jacket.
"Megan! I knew you'd come. C'mon in."
He led her past the threshold and into a tiny utility room full of shoes.
"What's that you brought with you? Is it food?"
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She couldn't shake the feeling that her pathetic offering of chewy, icing covered squares of
baked peanut butter was about to ruin her. She might as well have showed up in Strawberry
Shortcake jammies.
"It's nothing really, I thought maybe you'd... uh ...want some snacks to go with your
game."
"Cool, let me see."
He took the gaudy, flowery dish and raised it to his nose. He lifted the opaque glass lid by
just a half-inch and inhaled suddenly and sharply like he was trying to eat the scent through his
nose.
She jumped with surprise at the suddenness of his action, and then laughed at the
pointlessness of his comic routine. She hoped he performed it only for her. His eyes widened as he
realized the smell. Without looking away from her he shouted back into the house.
"Guys! Our guest brought food! Good food! Not like that shit Jeff brought."
He led her into the living room where a large round table covered by green felt and multi
colored chips was surrounded by six young men, none of whom she had met before. She had
hoped that someone from their class would be there but these were strangers. At first this troubled
her, but as she thought about it, she felt relieved. It meant there was no one else in English 4303
that he wanted there except for her.
"Guys, this is Megan. She's the one I was telling you all about. If it wasn't for her, I never
would have made it out of Taggart's class."
She felt a flush of blood rush to her face. Sparks traced across the fleshy pulp in her chest
she wanted to call a heart. And that pulp pumped not blood, but warm thick apppiesaucy hope, for
the first time in years.
He'd been talking about her. To all his friends.
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They all looked up at her. The sight of so many new strangers overloaded her senses and
she was unable to see them as separate individuals, only as a mass of sunglasses, baseball caps,
oddly trimmed facial hair, and smell of at least six different kinds of cheap men's soap.
He placed his hand on the small of her back and gently guided her to an empty seat. No one
had touched her there since high school. The junior prom, right underneath the Dr. Pepper sign
attached to the scoreboard. It was an accident. He pulled his hand away like he touched a frying
pan.
Hutton's cell phone on the kitchen counter rang with a disorienting array of computerized
beeps and bops. He moved quickly from just behind her chair. She could feel the slight gust of air
brush past her as he did. She gently breathed in that gust. His scent was a blank. Clean and empty.
"Crap. Let me get that. Guys, take it easy on her until I get back. I've got a feeling she's
probably a better card player than she lets on."
He picked up the phone and upon seeing the number displayed on it he quickly disappeared
through the door leading back to the porch from where she came in. The men around her began
shuftling their chips once again, resuming their game right where they left off. She felt vulnerable
and stupid sitting there with her hands empty while they clinked and shuffled. The gentleman
sitting to her right leaned in. He wore a bright red jersey from a sport she didn't recognize. His
forearms were crusty with layers of untreated eczema, and two days worth of crispy, wiry stubble
erupted from his chin in irregular patterns.
"You want us to deal you in?"
"No thanks. I don't really know how to play."
"Well, just watch a few hands and you'11 catch on.
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A white plastic disc with the word "dealer" on it was passed to the left. That person
shuffled the cards by making a perfect curved bridge out of them and said, "Allright guys, Quarter
ante. Let's do ... Jacks or Better. Trips to Win."
Everyone around the table except the dealer groaned. But it was Dealer's choice. There was
nothing they could do. The cards were dealt but no one had a Jack to start, so they all discarded,
slid another quarter into the center of the cheap Formica table and the cards were dealt again.
On the second deal, a boy at the far end flipped over a Jack and the real game began. The

guy to her right leaned again in while the other players pondered the right amount to discard and
exchange.
"My name's Cobra."
"Cobra," she said, disbelievingly.
"Yeah. Or you can call me Baedeker."
She nodded.
"You know, we've been waiting to meet you a long time. He's mentioned you a lot the last
couple'a weeks."
"Really?"
"Yup. He's always going on about some notes that you wrote for him. Keeps saying 'you
guys just can't believe all the funny things this girl wrote in her notes. '"
A small twinge of disappointment ran through her. She wanted desire. She'd settle for
being memorable enough. But funny?
"Well, that's me, I guess. I'm a reallaugh-riot sometimes."
"No, no. He really said you helped him through the class. I've known him a long time. He's
pretty scatterbrained."
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Cobra took a peek at his cards and tossed them face down back to the dealer before
glancing at her again.
"So, Hutton tells me you're a townie."
"I guess. 1 mean, I'm from here."
''Nothing wrong with that. Everyone's got to be from somewhere. Hutton and I have gotten
to the point where we actually like coming back down here every year."
"Glad to hear it."
A young man sitting at the far side of the table threw his cards down in disgust before
asking just what was taking Hutton so long.
She smiled and looked around his house. It was a rental, obviously, but other than a pile of
books and some empty soda cans, it wasn't any messier than what she'd expected. She watched his
friends playa few hands, CobralBaedeker giving her advice on how to play each time, and quickly
picked up not just the various games they were calling (In-Between, Black Mariah, 2-2, Boo-Ray)
but how they interacted within their group. It wasn't long after that before she did feel at home.
She couldn't believe she had been making it so difficult for herself when Hutton invited her. She
could live with being funny. Maybe her notes were really that good. She could imagine spending
her Friday nights lounging at his place doing nothing with Hutton and his Chicago friends. She'd
be their gal. And if she had to be the funny one, she'd be o.k. with that. And eventually, when
Hutton's friends would leave at the end of the night, maybe he'd ask her to stay a bit longer, just
the two of them. She'd ask why even though she wouldn't need a reason, and he'd ask her to teach

him cribbage. She'd just happen to have a board with her. They'd sit across the table from one
another and she'd teach him the best way to balk the crib, and that a poet created the game, and
even why four fives and a jack to that matches the suit of the start card was what her father called
"Moby-Dick." She'd think about letting him win but wouldn't because she knew he'd want to keep
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playing ifhe lost, and then eventually it would be so late and they'd still be playing, and then it
would be too late for her to drive home safely, but he wouldn't mind. Then, maybe she wouldn't
have to be funny for him anymore.
Suddenly, Hutton came bounding back into the room, a broad smile plastered on his face.
He swept past the kitchen counter and after snapping his cell phone shut he scooped up one of
Megan's peanut-butter bars from the dish.
"Christ, man, what took you so long out there? Is Chisum coming over or not?"
''No, that was Jessica."
Megan remained motionless, although her insides jolted at the mention of a female name
she didn't recognize. She wanted to ask, but knew she couldn't. She wanted Cobra to ask, but then
realized it would be easier for her to live in ignorance so she prayed he wouldn't, but in accordance
with her first wish, he asked anyway.
"Jessica? What's she doing calling you now?"
"You didn't hear? We're seeing each other now."
"God, she's been hovering around you ever since high school. Why'd you finally decide to
pull the trigger now?"
"I don't know," Hutton continued to circle the table. The game had stopped. It was clear
they all cared about Jessica. Going by the reaction of all Hutton's friends, held at rapt attention by
his story, she could tell that Jessica must have really been something special.
"I figured it'd be good to have something waiting for me when 1 got back home for good."
"And she'll wait a year? Like a long-distance thing? 1 mean, it's that official and all?"
"Official as it can get. Yau know what she's like."
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They all chuckled a dry, sandpapery laugh in unison. Hutton's face softened and for a
moment he looked just as he did in the walkway when he was touching her back and inviting her in
to his world.
"It's not like that. It's more like .. J don't know. We've known each other a long time. Why
bother going through trying to put roots down here or start something with a new girl from ground
zero when Jessica's already right there."
They turned back to their cards and all grunted in agreement. The game suddenly seemed
to begin without anyone saying a word. They were all satisfied by what they heard. Hutton
continued to circle, finally taking a big bite of the bar he had been holding.
"Plus," he said, his mouth full. "After the last few girls I've dated here, it'll be real nice to
finally be with someone who's got her act together."
Megan watched a giant blue fist descend from the ceiling, where it pounded once into the
opaque glass dome she had constructed around Hutton's world. It cracked. The games continued.
Cobra continued to lie to her about a straight beating a flush, while Hutton swallowed loudly and
said, "Megan, these are really good."

Megan eventually excused herself to the bathroom. It was unbelievably clean for a guy's
bathroom except for the tiny whiskers allover the sink. She looked at herself in the mirror for a
minute, listening to them all laugh on the other side ofthe door. She was adding up the time she
spent at their table, pretending to be interested, pretending to act like fun was even an outside
possibility. She had decided she had put in just enough time that it wouldn't seem rude if she left.
She emerged and lied to Hutton about a phone call she had received before she made her way to
the door. Hutton seemed genuinely disappointed that she was leaving so soon and for a second she
found herself believing she had a place in his world again, that maybe she could beat Jessica at this
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game. But Megan could see Cobra fiddling with a laptop on the counter. In ten minutes, Jessica
would be on her webcam, just like clockwork. Megan couldn't bear to watch them all salivating at
the chance to see her.
Megan thanked Hutton at the door and he thanked her for coming, like he didn't have a
care in the world. In another year, they'd all be gone, but she'd still be around, kicking around
town and helping out dad by running weekly trips to County Market and Rural King, while driving
past Hutton's apartment complex each time, remembering the days when she thought she was
welcome there.
She made her way back to her father's truck in the darkness. The dash lights lit her face in
a queasy green light as she drove, the town receding in size behind her as the surrounding
farmlands swallowed her again. The radio faintly sang to her words of a country song extolling the
pure virtue of coming back home to that perfect love once left behind.
She couldn't stomach it anymore, but her dad would've been so upset if he got in the truck
the next morning at five sharp to find she changed the station. So she harshly snapped the dial to
the "off' position thinking the silence would make her feel like less of a fool.
"If you can see me now ...I'1l bet you think this is real funny."
She clicked the radio on again. More AM lies. She was almost home before she realized
she left her mom's dish behind.
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The Last Days of Sparks College
I am technically breaking and entering. I lost my job but my boss never confiscated my
keys, so I'm letting myself into the "historical" brick two-story that used to be Sparks Business
College on a Saturday just to use a copier. A grad class is requiring me to copy an obscene number
of articles, and I can't afford to do it on my own dime. It's my first time being back since the five
old lawyers who owned the school decided it was time to finally pull the plug after one hundred
years of operation. I am still not quite certain that it wasn't all a ploy to get rid of me without firing
me, and that I will walk in and find the school totally operational.
It should be an easy enough ruse to pull off, since I live in Mattoon, nearly twenty five
minutes away. What reason would I have to ever be in Shelbyville in didn't work there, after all?
Why would anyone? My boss could very well reopen the entire place with an all new staff and
carry on for year number one hundred and one and I'd never know.
I park my car in the alley because I'm afraid of being spotted and I unlock the rusted back
door by the dumpsters behind the Sit and Sip. Sparks Business College is clearly no more. The
building is dark and cold and dusty. Everything is exactly where it was when we all left it. It's like
a neutron bomb went off. Desks are still in place. The sad "media table" still has the same old
copies of Time Magazine and the National Court Reporters magazine stacked up on it. Dozens of
old, outdated TRS-180 computers from Radio Shack are piled up in an ugly mess in front of the
fire exit. My desk in the administration office looks like it's had every spare wire, connector, and
module in the building stacked up on it. My boss's office is completely empty. The student files
are gone. And wouldn't you know it? So is the copier.
I look across the dark hallway and find that my boss has relocated the entire contents of her
office, including the copier, into the old accounting room. That's where Mindy used to teach. She
was the second youngest teacher at Sparks, beingjust six months older than me. She was

Walker 73
absolutely beautiful. She wore jeans every Friday and didn't have an ounce of body fat anywhere it
wasn't needed. I used to make excuses to go into her room just to talk to her. I remember when I
saw the picture of her and her high school sweetheart-turned-husband. They looked like they
walked right off the top of a wedding cake.
She had to fast forward through the rough sex scene in A History ofViolence when she
watched it with her husband because she thought it was inappropriate and not crucial to the story. I
couldn't figure that out. They had two perfect little red-headed children. At some point they would
have had to have sex to make them. We used to have lunch in the tiny teacher's lounge until I
made that comment about how insane it was that she wouldn't take her kids to see The Golden
Compass just because her pastor told her not to. She started going home to eat her lunches after

that.
My copies are being made. It will take a while. I look around at the dust and the desks. I
thought I was so above this place, taking classes on the side and feeling just so over all these
young women hoping desperately that their time at "Last Chance College" would result in a
lucrative gig being a court reporter or a medical transcriptionist. We offered classes for "scopists"
too, but I didn't then, and don't now, have any clue what a "scopist" actually does. Sometimes I'd
lie right to the faces ofthese young women looking through our brochures in the reception office
about it.
Page after page is sliding out ofthe Canon Lex-Mark 2820. I was the one in charge of
fixing it all the time, partly because I was the only guy on the faculty, and mostly because my desk
was right next to it. Even now it continues to work just fine even though I dropped a stray bolt
inside of it once while taking it apart after Mindy tried to ram handouts with post-it notes stuck on
them through the feeder tray. I should have been angry at her about her jamming it up because I
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already had too much work to do grading to fix the copy machine, but how could I when she came
into the office to apologize and it was Friday?
I shouldn't leave the copier unattended, lest that stray bolt finally falls somewhere crucial
and the whole thing seizes up, but the police station is across the street and I'm still a trespasser.
So I walk upstairs to where the court reporters set up their desks. Many are empty, though some
girls left their personal effects behind. I say "girls" because the student body was ninety-nine
percent female. My first boss at Sparks shook my hand as she hired me for my first "real" job and
told me I couldn't date the students. That was a problem with previous male teachers. She was
fired for gross mismanagement by the woman who ended up becoming the last boss of Sparks
College. Apparently she didn't think that resorting to putting up fliers at local correctional facilities
was the best choice for boosting our dwindling enrollment.
I feel no compunction about snooping. Wendy left a picture taped to the wall of her son
holding his first place rodeo buckle over his head. When you name your kid "Colton," you've
pretty much decided his life course. Elizabeth left twenty-six boxes of Skittles Gum in her desk,
twenty-five of which are still encased in tight, cellophane wrappings. Jaclyn, whose name I never
could spell right on the class rosters, left behind one half of a letter to the man she was dating. He
is a local cop, and according to the letter, he really needs to learn that living with a woman means
you treat as her more than just a lover, but you treat her like a person. A friend. That's exactly how
she words it. I find that sentiment touching. I never heard her say anything like that in class. Unless
she wrote a second draft, I'm guessing he never got the lesson.
I cut through Jean's Med Trans room. It was already empty even before the school closed.
There's a diagram of the female reproductive system on the wall. The color is washed out of it in
faded diagonal stripes from where the sun has been blasting it ever since no one's been around the
close the blinds anymore. Jean was smart enough to get out early, taking a job managing a hospice
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in Tower Hill. Not much of a difference there. In retrospect, we should have all known it was over
for the rest of us when our boss never replaced her.
MyoId classroom looks like it was as I left it on that last day. I remember I sat alone,
empty desks facing me, and realizing that it sure was fun being a professional while it lasted. Sad
thing is, no matter how much I accomplished as a teacher, not one day went by where I didn't
think about my ex-girlfriend. I would walk up the staircase that always smelled like wet socks
because a fitness center had rented the basement, holding that stupid briefcase my mom bought
me, and think, "Boy, I wish she could see me now. She'd be so proud of what I am. I'm a teacher
too."
I walk into my classroom as an intruder and find no surprise of any kind until I see a
message on the dry erase board in blue marker.

I WUL Miw Yow My. WalJeu-.
J~

I once sat at my desk over my lunch hour, totaling that month's bills and trying to figure
out if Creek Crossing Apartments was screwing me on rent, while seriously considering losing my
job over Jessica. She was that beautiful. She was twenty-one, and only three years out from being
an honest-to-god cheerleader. One day, when I was still a new hire, she was the only student in my
140-words-per-minute jury charge class, and instead of practicing, we ended up chatting about
what brought us both to a school that was clearly crumbling all around us. She clasped her delicate
hands atop the blank keys of her Stenotype and told me all about how she couldn't handle her one
semester at a "real" college. She mentioned how the dorm was full of girls making out. There was
no way that wasn't meant to excite me. She said her father told her she had to go to school

somewhere, and since her aunt had a good career as a court reporter, why not Sparks? She said she
cried her eyes out in the car after getting the guided tour of our "campus," such as it was. She
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blushed with a sad look on her face, thinking she had told me too much and all I could think of to
say to her was "Well, now you give us an anecdote for the brochure, Jessica." She put her hand to
her mouth and let out a choked squeak of a laugh.
I used to keep a bowl ofthose mini-York Peppermint Patties on my desk just because I
knew she liked them. I would slip them into her mailbox every time she passed a test. To be
honest, I did the same thing for all the students, but I really was doing it just for her. The fIrst time,
she slipped the test back into my mailbox with a handwritten note on it telling me how much she
loved chocolate. I was technically supposed to fIle tests away, but I kept that one.
I understood what she meant about the crying. I was every bit in the middle of nowhere as
she was, the only difference was that I was getting paid to be there, with Fridays off as a perk.
She was gone the whole last week of class before we shut down because she was planning
her summer wedding to her high-school sweetheart who was an honest-to-god quarterback for The
Team. I knew it was coming. She spent her lunch hours surfIng a website called "The Knot" just to
get tips on what type of train to have or whether or not to have a dollar dance. Her fiance's name
was Clint too. She used to always blush when she talked about him in class, either because she
loved him that much, or because we had the same name. No one really wants to be in love with
their teacher, after all.
I think about erasing her message off the board, but I don't. It's the last proof that I was
ever a "Mr." anything.
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Rural Concern
Scott wanted ajob in radio but WMCI said no. He thinks of this every time he lets himself
into the Armstrong Building. It's where he hides every day. He can't help but think ofthis because
the old Sanyo radio with the cassette deck atop the grungy workbench was set on WMCI the day
he let himself in for the first time, and even though it's not what he listens to during the day, he
always makes sure to turn the weathered plastic dial back to where it was, lest anyone might get
suspicious.
But he's starting to believe that no one will ever come back to the Armstrong. It's his
whole world now, a place where he can hide. He shuts the dinged up metal door behind him and
locks it. It was unlocked the very first time, just like he was fated to find it that way. Now he locks
the door, so that in the event whoever owns or works in the Armstrong Building comes back, he'll
at least have a few seconds to try to figure out what to say about what he's doing there.
He crosses the stuffed and dirty concrete floor as quickly as he can to get to the radio. He
can't stand the silence. It makes his trespassing seem all the more real. All the more criminal. He
flicks the plastic lever to "ON - FM" and the familiar sounds of "Bubba In The Mornings" fills the
workspace. The day Scott got the closest to ever getting a real job was in the offices of WMCI. He
wrote "on-air talent" on the application form, but the two buttoned-down women interviewing him
that hot August morning only wanted to talk about the possibility of him working in the
advertising department. When he tried to tell them that he was under the impression that the
opening was for on-air talent, they only said he had no experience, but that he did have a good
radio voice, and that they'd "better not let Bubba get ahold of him."
As they were going through the formality of asking him to name three positive and three
negatives about himself, all he could do was dream of a radio show with him and Bubba that
would never exist, partly because he didn't know a thing about country music, and mostly because
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he hadn't worked anywhere in the three years since he graduated college, and they don't put you
on air when you've got a track record like that. They put you in advertising. And they didn't even
end up doing that.
A week later he was walking back to his car after turning in his application at Daisy Lane
Craft Mall. The tight-knit Christian girls who ran the place looked at him like he was a fool for
being a guy and applying at a business called Daisy Lane. Then he saw the Armstrong, tucked
away in a comer of his town he never really noticed before. He didn't want to go home. He had
already fought with his mother about the whole Daisy Lane thing. He thought he was doing so
well, finding places to apply to. His mother only looked at her grown son and said "Do you even
know what Daisy Lane actually is?"
"Crafts and stuff' was the only thing he could mumble back as his mother scooped up her
keys before leaving for work. He hung his head. He knew it was humiliating, but he didn't know
how to tell her that he didn't know what else to do with himself
Without thinking about it, Scott walked up to the Armstrong, looked inside the grungy
windows and saw the shadows of old machines and workbenches. It reminded him of his father's
garage, a place where there was always purpose, where his father explained to once him while
wiping offhis grease-stained hands that a man was meant to work with his head, not with his
hands, which is why college was important.
Scott took a breath and pushed the heavy metal door open and he was home. He found his
hiding place there, every day, nine to four, which beat hanging around the house and having his
mother tell him that he was only hurting himself by not doing anything with his life.
Today, Scott stomachs as much of Bubba as he can before he flips the lever to AM and
adjusts the bent antenna, trying to drag in the sports station out of Decatur. He knows nothing
about sports beyond the most obvious, yet the sounds of mono voices talking in chummy tones
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about sports soothes him, as ifit's what the people who used to occupy the Annstrong would listen
to at some point in the busy workday if they got tired of country music. He plops down on the
grungy couch tucked behind the file cabinets and stretches out, staring up at the cobwebbed rafters
above him. He never turns the lights on, because that would be a giveaway if the building's real
owners ever drove by, so he stares up at dusky, opaque light bulbs enclosed in wire caged fixtures
above him. He is now comfortable enough to sleep for an hour upon arriving. He gets so tired
around mid-mornings, but there's no way he can ever take a nap at home. Not with his mother
around. At one point he even resorted to nodding off in the bathroom after his shower, sitting on
the toilet with his head down on a stack of towels placed on the clothes hamper.
But today Scott can't bring himself to sleep. So he lays his head back on the scratchy
armrest that smells of old cigar smoke and listens to what's going on outside. He winces at the
sound of every car and every spare voice that manages to pass through the brick and glass around
him. Everyone has somewhere to go. Scott wonders how they were able to figure that out. No one
else seems to be having any trouble at all. They make it seem so simple. So uncomplicated. He sits
up and peeks out the smeared glass at what used to be the "America Gas 4 You" across the street.
It's now a cocoon of brown tarps and drop cloths everywhere. Periodically he can see workmen in
grungy overalls go in and out of a flap. He wants to run up to one of them and plead them to tell

him how. How to do what they do. How they got to where they are now: at ten a.m. on a Tuesday,
working with their hands. Making things. They make it look so easy, he thinks, but he knows it's
not. He knows even less about working with his hands than he does working in radio. They asked

him at WMCI what he learned in college, and the only thing he could say was "poems" and even
that was a lie, because he still didn't understand poems either.
His mother would ask him every three months if he could get a job teaching high school
and he'd have to remind her that's not what his degree was in; that it was a liberal art he learned.
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Eventually she started suggesting he look into substitute teaching. Scott pictured himself back at
his old high school, subbing in for Miss Nolan or Miss Kaiser, English teachers who once told him
he had so much potential.
Scott wonders what's going on underneath the tarps of the America Gas 4 You. He's
getting hungry. It's where he would get his food every day at noon, just in time for WSPR's Local
Lunchtime Game of the Week. He'd walk across the street and into the convenience store to buy a
single ham and cheese sandwich on rye in a triangular plastic container, a bag of o 'Rays Salt and
Vinegar chips and an Orange Crush. He's pass it across the counter to Roy, who was from Jordan.
He had a brother who bought the old D-Co Gas station in Mattoon and turned it into the "Stars and
Bars Gas 4 Less." According to Roy, it's been difficult trying to get businesses going in the
Midwest. They love the location, but they both can't help but feel that people don't want them
living in their towns. Despite both stations being in prime locations, business has been dwindling,
no matter how many flags and buntings they put up. Scott promises himself that he will do
everything he can to help Roy out, at least until he runs out of money to buy his own lunches every
day. He does the math in his head, of how much graduation cash he has left, and how long he can
make it stretch ifhe spends five dollars a day Monday through Friday; weekends his father was
around the house, and not only would he never get on Scott about finding employment, he'd also
manage to distract his mother off the topic for those two days, mostly because they'd be in the
backyard gardening while Scott shuffled around inside, trying to lie low.
But the America Gas 4 Less has been under tarps for nearly a week. Scott wants a ham and
cheese sandwich and an Orange Crush so badly he can feel his mouth watering. The Armstrong is
already starting to heat up. Normally the building always stayed somewhat cool around him, but
it's been getting harder and harder to stay inside of it for 6 hours each day. He knows summer is
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right around the comer. He tries to think of a way he can bring his mom's little oscillating desk fan
with him every day without them noticing.
Scott reaches into his attache case his uncle Kevin got him as a graduation present to keep
his resumes in. When Scott didn't have an answer for him about where he was going to start
applying to, Kevin finally asked him, as the cake was getting passed around, "Well ...do you at
least have any irons in the fire?"
Scott pulls out a peanut butter and jelly, sealed tight in a Ziploc bag. He knows sooner or
later his mother will realize that they're running out of bags. No one else uses them. He takes a bite
and tries to think of another way to keep a sandwich fresh until lunch without depleting kitchen
resources: Paper towels, washrags from his bathroom, shop towels from the Armstrong's crate by
the waste-fired oil heater.
Today's Local Lunchtime Game of the Week is a women's softball game: The Lady Lakers
of Lake Land College vs. the Parkland Cobras. He closes his eyes and pictures the game in his
mind as closely as he can, just as ifhe's really there. He wonders just who else in the central
Illinois area is taking the time out of their mid-day routine to listen to AM radio coverage of a
women's community college softball game. It makes him feel proud that he might be one of the
few, until he realizes that most people can't listen because they're at work.
But he keeps listening anyway, eventually getting up and grabbing a dingy pad of
stationary off the workbench, and with a flat carpenter's pencil he starts to diagram out the game
on the radio: rosters, base positions, runs, and every other valuable statistic. He keeps at it for an
inning and a half, but abandons the experiment when he realizes he can't spell the last name of the
catcher. She's got a z and a q in her name, and is being chastised by the umpire for standing up as
soon at the pitch comes in, thus blocking the umpire's view. Even over the tinny hiss of the AM
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reception, Scott can hear her protest to the umpire that she's doing nothing wrong. Scott is falling
in love with her by the second.
It's nearly one in the afternoon. He's watching the workers across the street congregating
around their trucks, finishing up their lunches. They are wiping their hands on their coveralls and
taking the last few sips of coffee out of steely thermos lids turned upside down. He wonders what
the America Gas 4 Less is going to look like once the tarps come down. He wonders what Roy has
planned for Shelbyville. What he thinks he needs to do to convince Shelbyville that he only wants
to be the place for gas and snacks on the east side of town, near the spillway. Scott always wanted
to tell Roy that he shouldn't have to do that to prove himself to Shelbyville. To anyone in the
channel 3 viewing area. That he didn't need to put up a million plastic flags to prove how much he
wanted to be a part of the community. Scott wanted to apologize on behalf of Shelbyville and
Mattoon for making him feel like he needed to do that.
Looking across the street at the workmen, throwing the last of their crumpled Hardee's
wrappers into the blue oil barrels used as trash cans at the properties edge, Scott realizes that at the
end of the day, at least they're trying. It's then Scott looks around at the long disused drill presses,
air compressors, and band saws around him - machines that used to produce things that real people
used - and he realizes, at long last, that it's time to get to work.

Timmy hammers the last few zinc-head nails into place along the drywall's sanded down
edge, anxious to move on to the next job; it's hot as hell underneath the canvass and all he wants to
do is go home to his family. The baby is six months old, and has just started sleeping through the
night. He and his wife woke up at four in the morning on instinct, and relieved that there was no
crying baby to console, they could only laugh quietly to themselves at how much things had
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changed for the better, and they made love sharply and sweetly until they could no longer put off
getting up to begin the day.
There's no way Timmy can express any of this to the men he works with, so he chooses to
do it with every nail, rebar, and rivet. Each and every one gets him that much closer to going
home. He wipes the white plaster-dust from his brow and looks as Roger tests the bulbs behind the
gas station's new sign. Brand new fluorescents flick on with a faint click behind molded plastic,
illuminating an image of an old-timey gas pump with the word "Buster's" above it in raised red
letters, and the words "now LOCALLY owned" underneath in letters just as large, as if that's what
was really important.
Roger mutters something about "ragheads" under his breath just as Timmy walks out from
behind the hanging canvass and to his GMC, where his cooler of Royal Crown Cola is kept. He
leans up against the dusty anodized steel of the driver side door, pops open a pull tab, and listens to
his workmates laugh from behind the thick canvass curtains. The grand opening was coming soon.
He turns his head just in time to see a young man stumble out of the old Armstrong
Building and into the street, holding his hand wrapped up in a shop towel. It isn't until that man is
standing in front of Timmy that he can see the rag is drenched with blood. Mangled bits of flesh
are peeking out from behind the blood-soaked folds of cloth. Three fingers, severed diagonally
through the hair on their knuckles, fall from the rag and tumble across the gravel. This man looks
up at Timmy and tries to form words, his eyes blazing with vacant panic, not knowing how to ask
someone to fix him.
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The Year That Nothing Mattered
Application
It's sometime around ten in the morning and I'm sitting at a round table in the food court of
the Cross County Mall in Mattoon, Illinois. I'm holding a pen while I fill out an application form
for Waldenbooks. It's the first time I have ever filled out an application form. The only other job I
ever had, at the now-defunct Music Exchange, I got just because I was bumming around in front of
the counter and the manager asked me if! wanted ajob. Ned didn't show up that day, so it was
mine if I wanted it.
But this was different. This was Waldenbooks. I figured the box on the application
regarding education would have been bigger, that way I could put in everything about my recently
acquired bachelor's degree in English, or maybe even expand a bit about all those poems I had
written. But it's clear that they don't care about any of that here.
I am trying to figure out just what "withholding" means when I look up to see others
walking into the store, asking for forms of their own. I look away quickly, not wanting to see my
competition. Too late. Most of them look like they're in high school. I start scribbling, trying to
make the most out of my three weeks folding tee-shirts and packing up rental karaoke machines
and scrawling it all in the "Experience" box as quickly as I can.
Once you've graduated, June, July and August aren't "summer vacation" anymore. It's
called "unemployment."
Interview
I am led through the store, past the kids section, and into the back office. The manager's
name is Carol. I've seen her before through the years as I would buy my books, but as she directs
me to sit down in the hard metal chair next to her desk, I'm realizing that isn't going to make this
easier at all.
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"So....," she says, tapping her pen on the box next to "Experience." "Looks like you
haven't worked in some time. What's the story on that?"
There is no way to spin this so I try to tell her the truth in a way that will make it sound
perfectly logical.
"Uhh, well, I kind of wanted to focus on finishing college. I was lucky enough to be in a
position financially where I could afford to do that."
"Well, how nice for you," she says in a dry tone, not even looking up at me. Something
behind my face grows red hot. I know now I will spend the rest of my life wondering if she really
meant that or not.
"Aaron put in a good word for you. He says you're eager for a position here."
I'm glad that came up. Aaron is a friend of mine who already works here. He has been
since he started college. He's most likely the only reason I've gotten this far into the inner
workings of Waldenbooks.
"Yeah, Aaron's a good guy," I say meekly. I remember watching Aaron throw up into a
trash can while his brother and I talked about comic books as his Memorial Day party winded
down for the night. Now I'm having to talk about him like he's got act all together.
"Yes," Carol says, finally looking up at me. "Yes he is," as if I better not forget it. At that
moment, I forget any lingering traces of what I thought I'd be after I graduated. The only thing I
want now is to be as respected at this job as Aaron is.
Terms

"So, Clint, here's the story. I'm planning on taking about ten people to man the kiosk,
because I know I'll lose about half ofthat by October."
I nod. I have a feeling I'm in.
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"I don't think you understand how hard this is going to be. 1 mean, that's the reason why
you'll be on for five-hour shifts at a time. It's going to really wear you down out there, right in the
middle of things. And when the Christmas music starts, trust me, it's only going to get worse."
I smile, trying to be myself. "It's all right, I like Christmas music."
"We'll see about that."
She makes a few scribbles in the bottom of my form, in the area marked "For Office Use
Only." 1 assume that's a good thing.
"So Clint, we need you to come in Monday morning at ten, and we'll show you how the
store works. That way if we need you to come in and work in here you can. If things go well, we
might bring you inside the store permanently once we bring the kiosk down for the season, all
right?"
And there was my flight path. That's what happened to Aaron, after all. First the kiosk,
then the store. Two steps.
The Process

Monday morning is not going well. I'm standing with nine teenagers in the stockroom of
the Waldenbooks as we are instructed the exact process as to how to sell a "Preferred Reader"
card. It's the card people use to get an infinitesimal discount on in the promise that they'll get a
five dollar gift certificate in the mail months later.
1 have no idea just how crucial this process is to Waldenbooks. 1 discover this when we're
made to participate in mock "P.R sell sessions" where we must try to pretend to convince a
customer to sign up for a card because of all the savings. My hands begin shaking as 1 move up the
line. Nothing in all four years of college has prepared me for having to do this. 1 scan my mind
trying to think of some way, any way, to get out of doing this, but I can't Every person ahead of
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me is failing because they're not saying the spiel correctly. You have to say it correctly or they
make you start over.
Eventually, I'm standing in front of a woman named Pam. She's the co-assistant manager.
Aaron told me she would rather be a grade school teacher but can't find a position. She is playing
the part of the naIve customer. She clearly hates each and every one of us.
"I. .. uh ... have you heard about our Preferred Reader program?"

"A little bit... but I. .. "
"It lets you earn..uh... 10 percent points ... um ...for every quarter dollar that you ..."

''No, no, Clint. Back of the line. You need to get your math right. If you're going to make it
in the store, you're going to have to hit your P.R. quota."
I shuffle back to the start of the line and the cycle continues again. I am remembering the
importance of interrupting someone to sell them something they don't want.
The Kiosk

I turn the comer by the Regis Hair Salon and I see it at last. Overhead lights attached to a
rectangular frame cast wan orange light down on a clumsy structure built from particle board. Kent
is the co-manager of the store. There are numerous cardboard boxes piled all around him and he's
looking like he has no idea where to start.
I walk up to him and shake his hand, as I've yet to meet him. He has a shaggy bowl cut and
black rimmed glasses. His teeth are coffee-stained and crooked. He's exactly what you think of
when you imagine an older bookstore employee. We stand within the kiosk and look around at its
empty shelves clipped into slotted grooves on each square pylon around us trying to decide if it
looks like it's supposed to look going by the printout he's holding. I make a comment about how it
feels like we're trapped in an Escher painting and he chuckles dryly like that's the last thing he
expected to hear from that year's stock of kiosk drones. I like him better than Carol.
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Once we think we have the layout correct, he tells me the next step is to get the stock out
on the shelves. I ask what order they go out in and he just says to try to keep it "logical" and we'll
go from there. He hands me a box cutter and I pause. It's been two weeks since the towers fell, and
something in me wants to make ajoke but that's only because I don't want to acknowledge that
there's going to be so many things now that you can't look at anymore without thinking of
something else.
Carol thinks it's going to hurt calendar sales this year. We're going to have a quota out here
too. "2.5 calendars a customer" is what the note taped to the cash register says.
"Wow, a box cutter. I thought we weren't allowed to have these anymore." I already hate
myself for letting that slip, but Kent smiles.
"Well, we like to live dangerously here at Waldenbooks. Plus, I don't think there's any
danger of you hijacking the kiosk since it's not on wheels. Hell, we barely got it out here without
destroying it."
As he walks away, I can hear Aaron's voice in my head repeating the first advice he ever
gave me regarding employment at Waldenbooks: "Never tell Kent he smells like cat pee."

Wait/or Corporate
The Day by Day Calendar Company, a wholly owned subsidiary of Waldenbooks
Incorporated, is behind schedule due to the fact that both the first and second kiosks that were sent
to the Cross County Mall were busted all to hell and back. The third one is an old model, one not
totally equipped with the shelving technology up to the current retail codes. But I made do with
what I had to work with those first few days, when technically we weren't even open yet and
wouldn't be until I unloaded all the inventory and had it organized.
Something in me is in enjoying this part ofthe process. I enjoy slicing open each box and
seeing what each one has in it, and then having to figure out where it all goes in my little kiosk
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world. Occasionally, an interested person will walk by and grab one off the shelves and I have to
inform them that we aren't open for business yet. I know it's bad business procedure to ever turn
anyone away, but what can I do when I don't even know how to work the cash register yet? I am
not looking forward to working with the customers.
At the Music Exchange, a customer called me a fucking idiot because I couldn't calculate
or ring up the 10 percent discount off of his Pink: Floyd tee-shirt. All I could do was apologize over
and over again as I frantically hit that percentage button on the calculator, but every time I did,
nothing happened. If you put a button on a calculator, it should do what it says. It should %.
I've managed to stock the kiosk at nearly three quarters capacity, except for the front side
of the front two pylons, which have been dubbed the front since that's where the register stand
faces outward. A big yellow post-it note on the front of each one says "Wait for Corporate." So, I
wait for corporate.
Each pylon gets a theme the way I've done it, and each side of each pylon is divided into a
sub-theme.
Pylon 1: Sports and sports related themes. Mia Hamm has a calendar, which is alarming to
me. Have a Merry Christmas kid, here's your soccer calendar.
Pylon 2: Humor. I discover Dilbert. I keep repeating the punch line of my favorite
particular joke out of context because I think: it's funny. ("And over here we call this thing a
'moose."') I don't know who Dave Barry is, but I hate his face instantly. Same thing for Garrison
Keillor. I put them both in the humor section only because the leaflet that came with the box says
to. I follow the directions. I am still waiting for corporate.
Pylon 3: TV, Movie, Music and all entertainment miscellanea. We have a calendar
promoting the Planet of the Apes remake. It looks awful. I tuck the Lord of the Rings calendars
just slightly behind the Star Wars calendars, which I put right out in front. There are so many

Walker 90
Harry Potter calendars, it's crazy. My included note says they are all to go on a separate shelf
because a movie is coming out. I put them all on the "children's pylon" next to Bob the Builder.
People start looking at them almost the second I put them out. One mother sees her young child
looking at it and considers buying it until she realizes that it's for the movie version, not the book,
and tells her child to put it back because the movie will "ruin the imagination of reading the book."
Pylon #4: Dogs. Some cats, a smattering of assorted zoo animals, but mostly dogs. So
many dogs. Each and every breed has its own calendar, and each and every one has a
corresponding desk version. I do my best to try to put them all in alphabetical order, but every time
I think I have it, I reach into the box and pull out a Alpine Husky or a Bichon Frise and I have to
scoosh them allover to the left and then down a row every time.
Pylon #5. Aforementioned kid's stuff with some educational stuff like stars and planets,
and some kid related cartoons I don't even recognize. Then one side of the pylon becomes the
repository for what I call "Babies dressed up like things." There are babies dressed up in all
manner of plushy animal costumes, like camels and dragons and pandas. I can't lie and say they
aren't the tiniest bit cute, but that doesn't prepare me for someone named Anne Geddes who insists
on doing things with babies in her photos I find more than vaguely obscene, like the one with the
two babies 69-ing in the flower-petal. A note from Carol on the box says, "These go up front. Top
Sellers."
Kiosk #6: Wait for Corporate.

Corporate
My feet feel like I've been standing on a frying pan when Corporate arrives. He's wearing
a white button-up shirt that's tucked neatly into his cotton Dockers, and the faint but noticeable
curve of a middle aged paunch jutting out just over his brown belt. He's carrying a clipboard, and
he's flitting around the kiosk like a gnat, looking at everything while tapping a pen to his teeth.
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Carol is following in his wake, wherever his goes, her eyes obviously begging for approval. He
pauses as he reaches blank kiosk #6. I am unsure as to whether or not I should follow them both
around or let them be. What goes on in the kiosk matters to me, since I'm the one who stocked the
whole thing, but Carol gives no indication that I'm supposed to follow; if the words of Corporate
are so holy they'll damage my ears.
I decide to hang back, and I crack open yet another box of James Dean and Marilyn
Monroe calendars. He's always in a car, she's always in a diner. Both dead. Dead in Car, Dead in
Diner, every month, all year round.
I overhear Corporate saying something near the blank pylon in question. It sounds like he's
asking if something showed up yet.
"Clint, have the firemen calendars showed up yet?" she shouts to me from behind him.
"Yeah, we've got a few, but I don't know where to put them yet. Right now I've got them
with 'real life' stuff on the back of pylon 1, just around the comer from sports."
''No no no," Corporate bellows. "All firemen calendars go right here up front. After what
happened in New York, these are going to be top sellers until we can get more shipments of twin
towers merchandise in and until the printers get back to us with 9-11 product they're whipping
up."
"Dh, so you don't want them next to Ansel Adams, is that what you're saying?"
"God no. Ifit's got a fireman on it, it's moving. First up front, then out the door. That's a
guaranteed sale." He tapped his Bic to his teeth again.
"As a matter of fact, start moving anything related to the military up front as well.
Anything with a tank or ajet or even ajeep, put that right up here. That's the next step what's
going on over there, so we should get ready. People are going to start having an appetite for that
kind of thing."
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In a moment of boldness, since he's right in front of me, I inquire about a stool to sit on.
It's only been four hours, and already the soles of my feet ache with pain each time I step down on
the hard floor. Aaron had a stool the year he worked here, the year we all came by every Friday
night and razzed him while he sat there looking bored.
"Sorry," says Corporate. ''No stools this year. Cuts down on productivity, plus it doesn't
sent out the best image to the consumer. Too many people we hire just sort of sit in them and
nothing gets done. It's psychological."
Carol flashes me a strange look I cannot decipher. I think she's angry, almost as ifl was
trying to go around her with my request. I technically was, because I knew deep down she
wouldn't have brought me a stool ifl asked for one. Doesn't matter though, I asked, and I'm not
getting one.
Still, Aaron got a stool, and he's a Good Guy now.

The Chain
I am not alone in my endeavor. True to Carol's word, of the eight other people hired along
with me, all but three have quit. Shelby usually takes over after me. She's a dumpy girl who insists
on wearing so many bracelets on her wrists she clatters everywhere she goes. Todd works evening
sometimes. He looks like a serial killer. Not one of those charismatic Night Stalker serial killers,
but one of those, "how many dudes does this dude have in his freezer" serial killers. No matter
what you say to him, no matter what distance and no matter what volume, his response is always a
confused "what?" Kat works alternating afternoons and evenings. Seeing her walk up the kiosk to
relieve me is one of the highlights of my week. She has a thin, elfy smile that always displays a
row of tiny perfect teeth. She's halfway through college, and about to decide on her major. I am
only four years older than her, but it might as well be a million as far as it feels.
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One morning, as I arrive to unzip the canvas curtains down from the kiosk, Carol is waiting
on me. She's angry because she feels like the current crew isn't doing their jobs well enough. Not
only haven't we managed to reach 2.5 calendars with every customer, she's caught the afternoon
and evening people chatting with their friends instead of doing their jobs.
"You don't see us here in the store slumping over the counter, do you? It's not
professional. I mean Clint, I haven't seen you do it, but sill, this isn't a hangout spot for your
friends."
She's right. She hasn't seen me do it because I haven't. I want to tell her that all my friends
don't even live in town anymore, so she has nothing to worry about.
One week later, Shelby quits with no notice. She dyed her hair purple and Carol objected.
Carol calls to inform that since I'm the only one of the three remaining kiosk staffers who doesn't
have class during the day, it's my job to pull eight hour shifts in the kiosk until she can find
someone else. My heart sinks. I call Bianca to vent about it and she says, "But Clint, 40 hours is a
normal week for most people." I want to explain that it's different in the kiosk, but she's right. I'm
normal now.
The Creep
It begins almost without me knowing it, even though I have memorized nearly every

geographical feature of the mall around my kiosk. Standing on the "bridge" of my kiosk-ship, and
gazing outward, I stare down the long narrow concourse, to the gazebo in the middle and into the
west wing beyond. It's all clothes and jewelry once you go past that point. To my left there's a
General Nutrition store that I can't believe has managed to stay open as long as I've been alive.
But I guess that means there's someone in Mattoon who still needs bulk bottles of Vitamin E
supplements. There's an electronic scale outside the store that beeps and says "Have you checked
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your weight today?" every time someone walks past it. Every woman who passes it jumps and
scowls when it goes off.
There's a spot next to that where the Aladdin's Castle used to be when I was a child. Then
it was a vacant storefront where the Cross County staff set up card tables so the old people could
play bridge closely to the food court. Now it's a nail salon. There's a television inside that I can
see if I'm standing by the back pylon.
Right above the left front pylon, positioned just above my left ear ifI'm standing at the
register, is the Musak speaker. That's where the creep begins. The speaker had been emitting a
range of semi-adult contemporary songs until today, when I hear "Jingle Bells" for the first time.
After that, Air Supply and then Bread. Then "Silver Bells." Then The Doobies then Steely Dan,
then "White Christmas." After that, the gap between Christmas songs narrows to one, then by hour
seven it's gone completely. It's only early November.
Almost as if right on schedule, Pam comes out of the store and informs me that I must start
wearing Christmas colors from that point forward, and ifI don't I'll have to wear "The Hat."
No Puzzles
An elderly woman lopes to the register. She looks confused.

"Excuse me, sir. Do you have puz-ulhs?"
"Mam'm?"
"Puz-ulhs. I used to buy them here, last year."
"Ohh. Puzzles." I look around me, at all the little impulse purchase racks clipped to every
surface, even though I know what we don't have any puzzles. "No ma'am. No puzzles. I'm sorry."
She is not happy with this answer.
"But...well...do you know when you'll get Puz-ulhs in for the season?"
I had no idea that there was a season for puzzles.
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"Uh .. .1 don't really think we're going to get any puzzles this Christmas. They might have
some in there at Walden's though."
She doesn't believe me. She looks at me like she wants to scream. Like she was looking
forward to walking away from the kiosk with an annful of puzzles, enough to keep her busy until
the thaw. Like she wanted to grab me by the shoulders and scream out "Puzz-ulhs! PLEASE!
Don't you understand that I need puzz-ulhs! They give my life meaning in a world that considers
me obsolete! Please ... PUZZ-ULHS!"
For a moment I can envision this scenario in my mind so vividly that I am preparing to
grab a yorkie calendar from the rack behind me, cut it into four equal pieces, and toss them to her
feet as bait until I can call someone from the store to take her away.
Sex Sells
We do have a small selection of "adult" calendars, mostly of the cheese and beefcake
variety. They are tucked discreetly in a place where they can be seen, but only I can reach them.
It's there that I notice a fundamental difference between how men and women perceive such
things. There's a gaggle of women, in their early 40s I guess, who are clustered by the comedy
pylon. One ofthem is leafing through a "Misheard Lyrics" calendar going, "No ...no .. .it's 'On a
dark desert highway, cool whip in my hair,' like she's the first person to say it, when one of her
friends catches sight ofthe Studs and Spurs 2002 calendar.
They descend on it like a pack of hyenas, flipping the shrink-wrapped square over in their
hands and making giddy, suggestive comments about every month. One girl even says "I'd like to
unreel his hose," even though it's a cowboy-themed calendar. The Blazin' Studs Fireman calendar
is on the right-front pylon, right between Fire Trucks 2002 and Apache Helicopters 2002. It's
where Corporate told me to put it.
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Later that day, a man, standing across the main thoroughfare, sitting in a bench next to a
potted plant while waiting for his wife to get finished at Elder-Beerman's, spots the Playboy 2002
calendar over my shoulder. Unlike the women, he makes no movement at all. He just leers at it for
minutes on end, in a pointed, unending gaze that wants to bore its way right through the
cellophane. When his wife comes out the store, he snaps out of it. But even when he holds her bags
and walks away with her, he looks over his shoulder at the calendar once, then twice, as she leads
him away for good, as if he was saying goodbye to a loved one.
If only he knew that, at least according to the tiny writing on the back side of it, just
underneath the UPC code, that the calendar "Features no nudity." I checked it myself.

The King
"Excuse me, Sir" she says from behind me. She's blonde and in her mid to late 50's. She
looks like a real estate agent. She's been browsing at the music section for some time.
"Yes. What can I help you with?"
"Well, I was looking for Elvis calendars."
This is an odd request, because there were only about twelve different Elvis calendars right
in front of her.
"Yes, was there a certain kind of Elvis calendar you'd like?"
"I'm really into early Elvis you know, before he got all Vegas-y and fat."
"Well, we've got plenty of 50s Elvis right here. Do you want a photo calendar or more of
an artistic sort of thing?" 1 reach up and grab our top Elvis seller, the one with archival black and
white photographs taken from the Million Dollar Quartet sessions. She takes it from me and gives
it a look like she already saw it and doesn't find it acceptable.
''No, son," she says, punctuating her words by tapping her fingertips against it. "I looked at

this already. These are all records. That's what these are. I'm looking for calendars."
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There's a moment where we're just standing there staring at each other. She at me and me
at her. No one is saying anything because I'm trying to figure out if she really just said what she
just said. Of course, she thinks these are all records. They're flat and square and wrapped in
cellophane and have Elvis on them. That means they're records. We sell records here. Of course, if
she had just looked four feet to her left she could have looked around an enjoyed such other great
stax 0 wax that we have on hand from hot artists like The Bull Mastiffs or the Wild Begonias, but
that would have been too easy. These are all calendars.
It's not just the fact that she not only thinks that that's what we sell here, forget the fact that
it's 2001 and no one has sold records anywhere in Mattoon since before the Wal-Mart moved from
where the Dollar General is now, but it's that she looked me square in the eyes and tried to tell me,
by calling me "son" no less, that THAT'S what I handed her, that I don't even know the very
product I stand here and attempt to sell 2.5 of to every person who wanders up to me. That's what
is making me about to smart off to her.
"Clint, you can take your lunch now if you want," Kat says, smiling that smile of her as she
emerges from Waldenbooks, nametag around her neck. I didn't even know she was here today. I
guess she is getting her test run in the store.
"Uh... yeah. That's a good idea. This lady here is looking for an Elvis calendar," I say, still
dazed as I take off my own nametag and wander toward the food court. I'm sure Kat was just as
confused as I was, but I thought I'd let her sort it out. She probably doesn't even know what a
record is.
I approach the counter of J.P. 's, the only eatery in the Cross County Mall. I order a #2
combo with a pretzel and while I wait in line I see a photocopied black and white cartoon taped to
the counter of a huge American eagle sharpening its talons while looking at a picture of a bearded
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man in a turban. I want to mention that people from Egypt generally wear turbans, but I'm sure the
pimply faced kid grabbing my pretzel from the case with metal tongs couldn't give a shit anyway.
I take my white paper sack, grease staining it in irregular blotches up and down the sides,
out to my car, where I eat in silence, reading an out of date Entertainment Weekly and trying not to
get too much salt on my shirt while I listen to the wind blow from the west side of the half-empty
parking lot, and try not to think too much about how I haven't been asked to take a turn in the store
yet.
Busy Yourself

Purple-haired Shelby's replacement has arrived. I have yet to meet her because she never
made it out to the kiosk. From what Kat told me, Carol was so impressed with the gal during the
simulated P.R. session that she put her behind the counter almost instantly.
I look at my watch and realize that it's nearly 12:45. I'm starving. Usually Carol or Kent
comes out at 12 to take my place so I can get some lunch. But it's been so busy with the Christmas
traffic that they've forgotten all about me. They said they were going to give me a phone out here
in case I needed to get a hold of them, but they haven't followed through on that. I am watching
the line outside J.P.' s growing longer and longer. I bet each one of them wants a pretzel. If
someone doesn't come by and relieve me, there won't be any left, I just know it.
Carol comes out just at that moment, wearing a thick red sweater with garish looking
reindeers woven into it in ragged brown yarn patterns. The nose on one of them is an LED light
that's blinking on and off. She's smiling, but looks stressed. It's been busy everywhere after all.
"Clint, good lord, how long have you been waiting for lunch?"
"Not long. It hasn't been that big a deal."
"Well, why didn't you lean in the store and say anything?"
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"I tried to peek in, but it looked like you guys were getting slammed in there. Figured it
would be better if I waited until it thinned out a bit before I asked for my break," I said, certain that
she would understand that I was trying my best, even from out here, to be a team player.
"Clint," she says kindly, putting a hand on my arm. "Seriously, next time your lunch rolls
around and no one comes out to relieve you, by all means come in and tell us, ok?"
"I'll do that," I said, feeling relieved.
"Because if you don't, that means you're on for extra time, and I've got re-calculate your
hours, and that's a whole big production for me at the end of the day, all right?"
The Ache

It's another morning. Every store still has its gates down. The mall is silent. They don't
start the Musak until ten. There are already about six old men drinking coffee from J.P. 's at the
round tables in front ofthe Radio Shack. Women in sweatpants are walking laps around the mall.
A short woman in an old fashioned dress is leading a retarded child around by the wrist, lap after
lap. My kiosk is all zipped up, just like Kat probably left it.
I unzip the seam at the back left comer and step inside, hidden from everyone else. I open
the cabinet underneath the register trying to find my nametag. I reach in and grasp the first fabric
strap my fingers touch. I pull it out and look at the laminated tag hanging from it and see that it's
Kat's. Her name is written on it in large looped letters. She drew a tiny sketch of a plump cat with
a bushy tail and perfect triangle ears next to her name.
I hold the strap out, letting it dangle from my index finger. I calculate exactly where the
strap makes the most contact with the back of her neck before bringing that spot up to my nose
where I inhale briefly, enjoying the scent of her. It's everything I thought it would be. I wish I
could leave the tarps up the rest of the day. I close my eyes and bring it up to my nose one more
time, breathing in the ...
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Beep. Have you checked your weight today?
I jump and drop Kat's tag to the floor. My face is hot. I quickly pick Kat's name off the
floor, spool the strap back up around my hand, and place it back under the register.
The Musak clicks on, right on schedule. It's "I'll be Home for Christmas." I'm behind
schedule. The canvasses fall to the floor one by one. I fold them in perfect squares and place them
on a handcart I'll roll into the store once Carol opens the gate for me. I will never smell, touch, or
kiss Kat's neck.
Need

It's the next morning. I tum the comer at the Radio Shack and I see Carol and Kent
standing on each side of my kiosk, looking up the ceiling right above it. The fiberboard panels
right above the kiosk are dark and bowing out. Silver drips of water are cascading down in
irregular patterns from the brackets between them. The ceiling is leaking. It leaked overnight.
They'd guess about halfthe stock is ruined. Carol suggests the only option is to move the entire
kiosk, but as Kent pointed out, it's not on wheels. We each take a comer and on the count ofthree
we push. Wet, soggy calendars fall from their perfectly filed shelves and plop on the floor all
around us. We heave again and again, the entire framework shaking from top to bottom as it
scrapes its way across the floor in six inch increments. By the time we move it out of range, 90
percent of the inventory is scattered all over the floor. It's ten minutes until opening. They head
back into the store, leaving me to throw out everything too damaged to salvage, and re-shelve
everything else.
I scurry around the kiosk for what seems like hours, inspecting everything I touch to see if
it can still be sold. It's slowing down the process. 98 Degrees 2002? It survived. Anna Kournkova
2002? Sorry. You didn't make it.
In the midst of all this, the mall manager, elderly and limping, comes sidling up to me.
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"Excuse me young man, 1 see you've had some problems with the roof. 1 hope it didn't
cause you too much trouble."
"Well, we got hit pretty hard, but I'm dealing with it."
"It's just you? You're the only one who works here?"
"As of this minute, yes. They told me to get it all back on the shelves, so that's what I've
got to do."
"I'm proud of you, son. The world needs more young workers like you in it, that's for
sure."
He shuffles off, and suddenly the Musak ceases to play Christmas music. I hear Sting, who
I normally hate outside the context of The Police, but at this moment, 1 welcome him like an old
friend. Then it's "Ride Captain Ride," all four minutes perfect to my ears. And then, thirty minutes
later, just after a Pete Townshend acoustic demo of "So Sad About Us," some circuit clicks deep in
the mechanized circuitry of the Cross County Mall, and then the respite from Christmas music is
over.
I'm holding another soggy Tyra Banks calendar in my hands. I was going to by one of
those for myself. But this is the last one, and it's ruined.
The

3rt

It's New Year's Eve. It's a rare night shift for me, since everyone else has plans that night.
The mall is nearly deserted. Kent brings me out a box of unsold books to scan into the system. He
does this out of sympathy because it's totally dead.
"I can't believe someone didn't buy these. 1 mean honestly, who's a cowboy anymore?" he
says, picking up an unsold romance novel called He Rode Inward and then throwing it back in.
Carol has to come out at nine to shut my register down because I've never worked close
and they never taught me the proper procedure. She seems pissed about it, stabbing at the keys and
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checking the Z report printed out on the spooled receipt paper with a sigh. She's not getting her.5
calendars, even more so now that Christmas is over. No one told the Musak operator though. It's
been "Jingle Bells" every hour on the hour. Somewhere, deep in the bowels of the Cross Country
Mall I can imagine technicians desperately leafing through manuals and toying with switches in an
attempt to get it to stop.
After zipping the kiosk up and after Carol lowers the metal gate behind her and Kent we
begin our march toward the west entrance. I wish I could leave the way I want to, but Carol's
policy is that everyone has to walk out together to prevent anyone from getting sexually assaulted
or harassed as they walk out to their cars at night. The air bites harshly into my neck as we step
outside.
"So, if you've got the time tonight, why don't you stop by and have a drink before
midnight," Carol says behind me. It's nice of her to ask, and I know I should say yes because
mature people do things like that when the boss asks because that's how you build solid workplace
relationships.
"Ok, yeah, sure. I'll see what I can do," I say, telling myself I really will try but then I turn
around and see Carol looking at me very strangely because she was obviously talking to Kent and
not me and then suddenly I feel very humiliated in front of the Sears.
Terminus
The kiosk is down to selling off all remaining items for a discount. The end is near. As I
unzip the canvas curtains and I walk up to the register, I see a large note affixed to the dirty
keyboard.
CH,IA.t, Klllt, III II\,cl TOclcl:
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I take the note and I put it back under the register as I grab my nametag. I suppose it's my
job to disseminate this information to either Kat or Todd when they show up this afternoon.
Customer traffic has slowed down to a trickle of dazed people wandering up to me either wanting
to exchange an unwanted calendar or hoping to pick up a bargain. Unless they want an unsold 98
Degrees 2002 or a Planet of the Apes re-make calendar, there's not much I can do for them.
Aaron walks up behind me just as I'm handing change back to a customer. He's just
arriving for his shift inside the store. I haven't seen much of him since I got hired because he's
been so busy in his first year of graduate school.
"Hey Clint, what's up? You know, when you've got to give out change, try to remember to
keep the bill they gave you up on top of the register so they can't claim you're trying to give them
the wrong amount of change back."
"Thanks. Thanks for the big tip, it'll really help me out here in the future," I spit back at
him. He pulls back and gives me a strange look like I should know to talk to him differently when
we're at work. Kent and the cat pee was one thing, but this is one tip too many.
Thirty minutes later he comes back from inside the store, a sheepish look on his face.
"Hey man, I'm sorry. I didn't know you got fired today. I wouldn't have said anything had
I known."
"It's all right, you didn't know. So, did Carol decide to just keep that new girl who they
brought in? You know, the one who never made it to the kiosk?"
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"Lisa? No, she quit last week. Carol told her she could have the spot if she wanted it, but
after she said yes, she found some gig pet sitting. It pays like, twelve dollars an hour."
"So even though Carol has a spot in the store open, and she knows that there's someone out
here who would take it if offered, she's still letting us all go?"
Aaron just looks at me. He seems unsure of how to answer my question. I know the answer
though. It's obvious. I haven't been good enough at my job. The proof is all around me. I am
surrounded by the .5 that I just couldn't move.
An hour later, a man in a NASCAR tee-shirt with patchy facial hair ambles up to me and
wants a refund for a "Fishing Quote of the Day" desk calendar. I inform him that we don't offer
refunds, only exchanges. He scoffs angrily when I continue to explain that store policy prevents
me from refunding his money.
"Well, where the hell does it say that?" he says. "That's the stupidest god damn thing I've
ever heard."
Without breaking eye contact with him I send my index finger in a slow downward arc that
terminates on the red sign taped on the counter that says "Absolutely NO refunds." I'm sure I
smile at him.
He storms away cursing, twisting his unwanted calendar up in the white plastic bag until it
makes a crinkly sphere. He turns the comer by the Radio Shack and slams the wadded up
merchandise into the trash can before he disappears from sight, unsatisfied.

Testament
I have just picked up my last check. The kiosk is gone now. In its place, a man is setting up
card tables for the upcoming flea market. Boxes of old VHS tapes and glass cases of turquoise
jewelry are at his feet. A fat man with a red face and dirty glasses is selling a full set of happy meal
toys, the ones with the little robots who transformed into every food item on the McDonalds's

Walker 105
menu. He has them all. Not just the fries and the Big Mac, but even the Hotcakes and the
McD.L.T. I think about buying them, but this paycheck for just over one-hundred dollars is going
to be my last for some time. I need to make it last, so no Robo-Mc.D.L.T. for me.
I could leave via any exit I want to now, but for some reason I choose the anti-rape west
exits just because it really does make me feel safe in a strange way. There's a plaque of embossed
metal posted on the wall just above the water fountain and just to the left of the hall that leads to
the restrooms and the offices. The mall manager died just after Christmas and this is the best they
could do: a raised metal image of his face right next to where you turn if you need to piss and the
bathrooms in Sears or Penny's are full.
I stand for a moment in the glass entryway and look at a cluster of dried leaves blowing
around in a tight circle of wind swirling in the corner. I step outside and they scatter. It's ten in the
morning. I can technically sleep as long as I want to tomorrow. I don't even have to leave my place
ifI don't want to. I look out across the parking lot and to the business beyond. My hometown.
Mattoon, Illinois. Full of so much promise. The drive thru at the Taco Bell is already starting to fill
up. What a sense of community they must feel in there. They just refurbished the sign out front;
black plastic letters affixed to a yellow background in words exhorting me to eat shit. I realize all
too late that I should have bought the remaining .5 myself. Still, I don't need anything to remind
me what I already know: It's only January.
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